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He'd lost himself on a Tuesday. Of that he was pretty sure. In the split seconds when 
day became night and night day. Memories returned to him then. A drunken night out, 
meeting up with a fellow who was not everything he said he was, and then twin wasp stings 
on his neck. 


Then nothing -- and the nothing had been absolute until he opened his eyes again. 
Only, he didn’t see how he normally saw. Then came the shadows, and they took from him 
what the nice young man, probably not from Philly, hadn’t already taken, and when they 
withdrew their stinging kisses, he was nothing. 


When he woke that night, he was alone in his den. His mate had already gone for the 
evening. He emerged from his den, deep inside a city culvert. The nest he’d made stayed dry 
almost all the time, and the days when it rained enough to fill even it, the skin on the back of 
his neck warned him to move further back into the safety of the tunnels. It was dry now, and 
that was all that mattered. 


There was no language in his head -- no thought -- beyond hunger, need, and fear. Yet 
he avoided humans. Their throats were unguarded, that was certain, but their bodies were 
not, and he feared their guns and pepper sprays. He fed from the willing ones, the ones who 
offered, and from others like him. When that wasn’t even possible, there was always animal 
blood, though it stank and left a bad taste in his mouth that the cleanest water couldn’t wash 
away. 

Tonight, he was hungry. Last night’s hunt had been less than successful and he’d gone 
to bed with a knot in his belly. The knot had grown, ravaging his insides. With that kind of 
desperation came bravery. 


He found what he was looking for under a streetlight. The young man was hungry, too, 
for something other than food. He approached, carefully, palms out, head to the side, and the 
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human dropped its guard. It whispered things to him, blank-sounding syllables, and exposed 
its throat for him. 


He wanted. The blood was sweet in his mouth, living and hot and good. His constant 
starvation kept him from being able to take too much. He drank until he couldn't, then 
tongued the wound closed. 


A new feeling came over him. Gratification -- but also, a small amount of gratitude. 
Sometimes, when he hunted, the human would touch him, and he’d touch the human, and 
the sex that followed would be frantic and explosive -- but this was not one of those times. 


The human wandered off. Momentarily unable to move, he watched it go. The blood 
dispersed inside him, and he started to feel the earth again. The lines used by the others -- 
those not like him -- were closer to the surface than ever before. 


He was being hunted. 


The warning in his head went off, screaming, and he broke from the circle of light 
painted onto the sidewalk. Even in the darkness, he felt whatever was searching for him. 
He’d survived as long as he had by avoiding things larger than he was. But his sixth sense, on 
which he always relied heavily, gave him nothing -- well, nothing beyond the knowledge 
that whatever sought him was big, old, and looking just for him. Whatever it was, it expected 
him to run. In his experience, running had only led to being chased so he remained perfectly 
still. Whatever it was rolled under the skin of cement, so powerful he swore he saw the road 
shifting. 

Hed fight it, even if it meant being cooked where he stood when the sun rose. If it 
could have found him, it would have, but it kept searching the area. He got nothing from 
it -- no frustration, no anger. It was just searching for him. Everything inside him, all the 
instincts he’d honed for however many years he’d lived as he’d lived told him that that 
would be a very bad thing, should whatever it was get its claws into him. 


By the time it was safe to move again, the pre-morning humans had come. The ones 
who ran for pleasure, the ones stumbling home from the night, and the ones that preyed on 
both. He’d always tried to be off the street before they came with their mumbling words, 
which meant nothing to him. They were as afraid of him as he was wary of them. He 
couldn’t smell the electrical currents coming off their clothing and devices and not 
remember the shocking pain of black plastic weapons. 


He snarled at one, a female, who got too close. She shrank back, reaching for her purse. 
He snarled again, but bolted across the street. One of the death machines nearly clipped him. 
The sun was almost breaking through; the warnings shot down his spine. He made it to the 
mouth of his culvert, but the back of his legs burned with the first rays of the sun before he 
made it to the first bend, and beyond it the welcoming darkness. 

Cars. Cell phones. Pepper spray. The names of everything that had almost caught him 
came flooding back, momentarily as always. But as the sun broke through and heated the air 
inside his dry nest, it banished everything except one, clear thought. 
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His name was Joe. 
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The strobe lights fed Lyall’s headache. The extreme clarity of the dance club didn’t 
come with the second of excruciating whiteness. The bright light bleached everyone’s face to 
glowing skin and dark pits. It was in the darkness, when Lyall’s pupils were as wide as they 
could be. And in the momentary darkness, Lyall saw it all. 

At the bar, one of the pretty boys, dressed in black leather and chains, watched him 
watching the room. His blond hair defied gravity and he wore gauntlets with D-rings that 
Lyall found intriguing. 

The next flash of light blinded Lyall, and with the third, the pretty boy was gone. Lyall 
turned, scanning the bar, but he couldn’t find that knowing smirk. 

The skin on the small of his back tightened and he spun backwards. The pretty boy was 
behind him, still several feet away. On the crowded floor that seemed like a mile. “I was 
going to say you were new at this, but I guess not. I’m Sam.” 

Sam. Not Vladimir or Death or anything as silly. Lyall liked him already. He smiled. 
“Lyall.” 


Sam looked past Lyall’s shoulder. “You want to get out of here?” he asked. 
Lyall nodded, and followed him out. 


The night was cool and welcoming after the stifling air of the bar. “Tve never seen you 
here before,” Sam said. He didn’t look to see if Lyall would follow him, but took a left turn 
straight down to the docks. As a human, even Lyall had hesitated to be out after dark in the 
neighborhood, but Sam didn’t look concerned. 


“It was my first time.” Lyall walked behind Sam, the bare skin of Sam’s neck suddenly 
erotic. Lyall wondered what it would taste like under his tongue. Sam kept a pace or so ahead 
of him. 

“Yow re taken, obviously.” 

“Yes.” 

Sam’s shoulders tensed, but only for a moment. “Seriously?” 


“Yes.” 


Sam nodded, though he lost some of the swagger. The alley to which he led Lyall was 
dark and dank, and even Sam didn’t leave the circle of light given off by the sole streetlight 
that hadn’t been shot out. 


“This good?” Sam asked. He still hadn’t turned around. His shoulders were still tense, 
and Lyall wanted to run his hands up them, to feel Sam’s pulse under his fingertips. It was so 
intoxicating he lost his words. He couldn’t even nod, but took a step forward. Sam nodded 
for them both. 
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Rather than dropping to his knees or even turning around, Sam yanked the neck of his 
black T-shirt to one side and exposed the whole of his throat. The skin there was so delicate 
and thin Lyall could watch the blood in the veins, fast and hot from the artery, slower and 
cool from the veins. Sam had known all along. Lyall couldn’t stop his teeth from coming out. 
He pierced the skin, and hot blood filled his mouth. 


Two things became readily apparent. The first was Sam hadn’t been drinking. He tasted 
of fruit juice, something exotic and excessively modern like pomegranate or cherry. The 
other was despite his confidence, Sam hadn’t done this before either, and the wasp-bite of 
pain upset him. 

Lyall held him, comforting him even as he drank, and Sam sank back to him. Lyall 
drank his fill, intoxicated by its purity, and held him long after the teethmarks had healed 
over. Lyall smelled semen in the air. Sam had apparently come in his pants after the 
bloodletting, and now, when he was coming back to himself, was inordinately embarrassed 
over it. 

“Don’t be ashamed,” Lyall said. He let Sam go, and Sam took a moment to adjust 
himself back in his jeans. “We do this again, I'll make sure it’s on purpose.” 

Sam swallowed. His skin was paler now, his pulse weaker, but color would return. “So 
you have done this before,” he said, voice cracking. 

“Never on my own.” 

Sam touched his neck, rubbing Lyall’s saliva between his fingers, and then touched the 
spot of the bite again. 

“TIl take you back to the club,” Lyall said. Now that he was fed, the feeling of being 
watched started, and it was beginning to make him nervous. 

Sam waved him off. “I can make it back myself.” 

“You shouldn’t --” Lyall began, but Sam left him. Lyall leaned against the wall and took 
a moment to recover. 
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When Hanz had woken that morning, the bed beside him had been empty. He reached 
out, feeling for warmth, but Vision had been gone too long. He closed his eyes, listening, and 
it took a moment for the faint rumbling of Vision’s voice to come to him in the office. Just 
listening to it made Hanz smile, and he got dressed quickly. 


He left the room and went down to the heavy wooden door. Vision called for him to 
come in. Hanz pushed the door open. Vision glanced up. His blond hair was still wet from a 
shower, his skin flawless, and for a moment Hanz could only stare at the way Vision’s suit 
accented his shoulders. He was much younger than Breylorn, the vampire he was with, and 
stronger, too. Just by being in the same room, Breylorn didn’t stand so tall. 


“Do you need me, sir?” Hanz asked. 
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Vision licked his lips. “No,” he decided. “Not yet.” 

“Yes, sir,” Hanz said, and went downstairs. 

He wasn’t alone. Janus was at the kitchen table, reading the business section of the 
newspaper. Vampires aged slowly; a few centuries may cause a line or two, but their hair 
kept growing. Janus’s hair was in his eyes, and it offended Hanz’s sense of tidiness. He 
wanted to brush it off Janus’s forehead like crumbs off the table. 

“Do you have plans tonight?” Janus asked, flashing him a smile. 


Hanz didn’t quite have the ability to smile back. Janus set Hanz’s teeth on edge with 
how easy he was around Vision. The two of them had a history that went back years. 


“Why?” Hanz asked. 


“Lyall went out hunting alone tonight. It’s his first time. I’m stuck here for the night. I 
don’t want anything to happen to him.” 


“He’s old enough to hunt for himself,” Hanz said. 


“I know that,” Janus said. “But that doesn’t necessarily preclude the fact that I don’t 
want someone to watch over him.” 


“You want me to watch him?” 
Janus grinned at him. “Oh, would you?” 


Hanz really had nothing better to do. 


The roofs of the buildings down by the docks were in no better repair than the facades 
and foundations, so Hanz carefully picked his way over to where Seraph lay in wait for Lyall. 


Seraph was of late Hanz’s ex-master and of late-late Vision’s ex-master’s ex-pet. (Hanz 
knew he was a smart guy, but just thinking about the ways their lives were intertwined gave 
him a headache and made him want a diagram.) Seraph was thinner than he’d been when 
he’d locked Hanz up in an old hotel room, and the look of pampered assuredness was gone. 
He looked wan and washed out, and his golden hair had become straw yellow. 


He was muttering to himself, promises of what he was going to do with Lyall the 
moment the human he’d fed from was gone. Hanz probably didn’t have the same knowledge 
base as Seraph did, but Hanz didn’t think over half of them were possible. 


Hanz wasn’t being silent as he approached. At least three times his shoes scuffed in the 
loose pebbles on the roof, but Seraph didn’t turn. Hanz reached down and picked up Seraph’s 
wrist. 

Now Seraph did react, turning on him. He snarled, exposing his fangs. Hanz held 
Seraph, one hand on his wrist, the other on his throat, and he waited for Seraph to recognize 
him. 

And recognize him Seraph did. His eyes widened, which considering they were already 
bugging out a little, was downright comical. 
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“You.” The word was spat at Hanz’s feet. 


“Me,” Hanz agreed. He pointed to Lyall, who was just then moving off. “Not yours. 
Leave him alone.” 


Seraph exposed his teeth again, curling back his lip. Hanz squeezed the wrist he still 
held hard enough that he felt the bones separate. Seraph’s snarl deepened, as though daring 
him to snap the damn thing. Hanz came within a fraction of an ounce of actually doing it. 


Still, Seraph didn’t break. His mouth twitched, now more from pain than anger, but he 
kept Hanz’s gaze the whole time. 


Hanz let him go. Seraph only closed his eyes for a second, then took his wrist back, 
delicately. He couldn’t fool Hanz; Hanz could smell the broken capillaries and torn tissue in 
the wrist, but Seraph reacted as though it had been a minor wrist slap. He brought his hand 
back and licked where the bruises of Hanz’s fingers were starting to form. 

“You doing bitch runs for Janus now, too?” Seraph asked. He cocked his head, leaning 
towards Hanz. Hanz wanted to take a step back, but he’d already broken once in front of 
Seraph and didn’t want to do it again. 

And Seraph knew it. He took another step closer. “You're full of elder blood,” he said, 
and dared to put his injured hand on Hanz’s chest. 

“What did you expect Id be full of?” Hanz asked. 

Seraph looked up at him, eyes slitted. He wasn’t smiling, not yet, but the ghost of it was 
on his lips. Perhaps he was prettier than Hanz had originally allowed for, if Hanz were to go 
for the china doll look. “Do you really want me to answer that?” 

“Maybe I want to see how clever your tongue is.” 

“Surely you can think of a better way.” 

Hanz wanted to draw back. He wanted to go back down to the street and get in his car. 
He wanted. Yes. He wanted. “Get on your knees.” His voice was a growl. 

Seraph smiled, his tongue slipping between his lips. “I thought you’d never ask.” 

Seraph dropped down, undoing Hanz’s slacks. Hanz wanted to push him back. It wasn’t 
right. He didn’t stop Seraph from licking his way up Hanz’s thigh. It tickled, but not in a bad 
way. He even went so far as to stroke Seraph’s cheek. 

He grabbed Seraph’s chin, letting Seraph fight, but he was stronger and at the better 
angle. “That is not on the table,” he said, but didn’t apply pressure. 

“What’s another kind of suck between friends?” Seraph looked up, but didn’t put his 
fangs away. 

“So many things wrong in that one little sentence.” Hanz was just beginning to feel the 
stir of his erection. For some reason, feeling Seraph’s throat and the blood just beneath his 
fingers was turning him on more than it should. “You going to play nice or am I going to 
have to --” 
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“What, hurt me?” Seraph broke in. “You tried that, remember?” 
“Go,” Hanz finished. “Tm going to have to go.” 


Seraph’s fangs pulled back in, and he bared his flat, human teeth at Hanz. “See? Puppy 
has no teeth. You want to be sucked off or not?” 


Hanz let him go. Seraph took a moment to adjust his jeans, then began drumming his 
fingers behind Hanz’s testicles. It was so sudden and unexpected he jerked, and was 
rewarded by another smirk from Seraph. 


And, he was hard. Seraph’s long, cold fingers wrapped around the base of his cock, 
holding it up to expose the thick vein on its base. Hanz tensed, expecting to have to push 
Seraph away, but couldn’t move. Even after Seraph ran his teeth -- flat and dull -- against the 
length. 


Someone had trained Seraph well. The coordinated effort involved in making the 
fingers still rubbing Hanz’s perineum match the movement of Seraph’s fist was maddening. 
Hanz had nothing to hold onto, but didn’t want to grip Seraph’s head if it meant disrupting 
what he was doing with his tongue. 


So instead, he spread his legs further and concentrated on just standing upright while 
the master went down. He thought he’d kept track of all Seraph’s fingers, but then Seraph 
managed to find his prostate. It didn’t entirely seem possible; if Hanz’s brain was any more 
functional he would have demanded a re-count. But it wasn’t, and Seraph’s slick fingers 
rubbed just exactly right. Hanz couldn’t help himself. He grabbed Seraph’s head, pulling 
himself deeper down Seraph’s throat, and Seraph held onto his hips and let him push. 


The intense wave of the orgasm didn’t last, though his cock still in Seraph’s mouth did 
help prolong it an extra moment. His blood sang in his ears, his stomach muscles tensed, and 
his knees and elbows ached with pleasure. Then it was over. He wondered, incongruously, if 
he’d parked in a no-parking zone. 

Seraph sat back first and wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. “Good?” he asked. 

“You don’t need me to tell you that,” Hanz said, then took a second to do his slacks up 
again. “But thank you.” 

Seraph shrugged, then stood up in one fluid motion, more cat-like than human. “You 
wouldn’t have done the same.” 

“You don’t know that.” Hanz took a step forward. 

Seraph held out his hand. “No, but I can guess. And knowing you, you’d only do it 
wrong,” he said, and took three steps backwards. 

He was only two steps to the edge of the building. The third one wasn’t a trip, and 
Hanz couldn’t quite follow Seraph flipping over the edge and falling -- jumping? -- the seven 
stories. Seraph landed on his feet, again, like a cat, and was gone, running down the street. 


Hanz, wisely, took the stairs. 
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The gates swung open for Hanz on his arrival, and there was enough darkness left for 
him to walk back to the house rather than take the underground tunnel from the garage. 

Frank was in the front hall. Once, he would have joined him at his post, but there was 
a new man in his place. He was young and still slightly nervous in his skin. Under the 
nervousness he did have a pretty face, not unlike that of Seraph. Hanz knew without being 
told that Vision had picked him out. 

Vision was still awake, and he wasn’t alone. Breylorn was with him, so Hanz ducked 
out again and motioned the new guy up the stairs. “Have the spare room made up.” 

A nod, and new guy vanished. 

Hanz went back inside. Vision was leaning on the table, on his knuckles, and Hanz had 
to admire the line of his back through his shirt. Vision had lost his jacket and tie, and the 
first two buttons were undone on his shirt. It exposed a small dusting of chest hair. Hair that 
Hanz loved running his fingers through. 

“Do you need me, boss?” Hanz asked, but only after Breylorn noticed him staring. 


Vision’s head snapped up. His pupils didn’t immediately focus, and Hanz wondered 
how long he’d been up. 


“Hanz,” Vision said, softly. It wasn’t a greeting, but the word conveyed the sudden joy 
that appeared on Vision’s face. Hanz felt himself warm just being this close to him. 


Breylorn tactfully cleared his throat. “There is no point in continuing this. I am too 
tired to really think right now.” 


Breylorn was an elder, just like Vision. But with all his years and wisdom, it was hard 
not to feel the respect for him. Hanz touched his throat. Breylorn nodded, acknowledging 
the gesture. 


“I have a room prepared for you, sir, if you wish to stay. Otherwise, I can have the car 
drop you off.” 


Breylorn glanced down to his watch, then to the smoked glass window. “I will spend 
the day,” he decided. 


“TIl show you to your room,” Hanz said. 
“You will not,” Vision said. “Get Frank to do it. You’re with me.” 


“Yes, sir,” Hanz said. The boy was back at the door, staring in awe at Breylorn. Hanz 
nodded to him. Breylorn threw his arm over the boy’s shoulder, and together they went up 
to the spare room. 

Vision hadn’t moved from leaning against the desk. He was pinching his nose, eyes 
closed, and didn’t move as Hanz stepped up to him. 

Vision’s shoulders were tight, and the knot of muscles at the base of his neck felt as 
though it had to be chiseled off. Hanz worked his thumbs into it with tight circles. 


“Stop and TIl have you flayed,” he groaned. 


Master of the Lines 3: Restitution 9 


“Oh, boss, you say the sweetest things,” Hanz said. 
Vision tensed again. “I didn’t mean --” 


“I know. Take your shirt off,” Hanz ordered. It was light, almost a question, and Vision 
didn’t automatically respond, obviously too tired for their game. 


Hanz turned him around and gently unbuttoned the white shirt. It was unexpectedly 
crisp after its long night of use. Vision’s skin trembled. Hanz kissed the exposed hollow of his 
clavicle. “Do you just want to go to bed, sir?” he asked. 

Vision nodded. Hanz took him by the hand and led him to the bedroom. 


The room was dark, and Hanz didn’t turn on the light. Vision kicked off his shoes and 
wandered off to the bed. Hanz locked the door, put the shoes against the wall, and followed. 


“That bad?” he asked. 

“Just a long night. Did you have fun without me?” 

The guilt over the blowjob was fleeting. “Not tons.” 

Vision undid his slacks and they slithered down his hips. He was half-asleep where he 
stood, but had the energy necessary to give one of his patented grins. “Got enough sap left to 
fuck me?” 

“My desiccated corpse would throw a boner with you in the room,” Hanz said. He 
stripped down as well, but none of his clothes made the same sexy sounds as Vision’s did. 


“First off, ew,” Vision said. “And secondly, who ‘throws a boner’ any more?” 

Hanz took Vision’s hand and wrapped it around his cock. 

“Ah,” said Vision. 

Hanz pushed Vision down to his knees. “Open your mouth just a little wider,” he said. 
Vision bit him. Hanz almost came right there. 


They ended up in bed, Hanz on top. Vision spread his legs, taking Hanz inside him, and 
there was no way anything could compare. Ever since Seraph had released him to Vision 
under Lore’s orders, the sex had become electric. Being this close to Vision, being inside him, 
strengthened their bond until he couldn't tell himself apart from Vision. 

“Yes,” Vision hissed, arching his back. “Oh, yes.” Vision’s eyes were closed, his 
eyelashes damp, and the skin over his shoulders looked porcelain. 

Hanz held him down, pinning Vision to the mattress. He sat up and dragged Vision 
back with him. It created the perfect angle for both of them. Vision came; Hanz could feel it 
as though it was happening to him, and that brought him off. 

Vision was really asleep before Hanz pulled away. He went into the bathroom and 
washed off as best he could in the sink, and then went back to the bed. Vision was hugging 
his pillow as though it was his last friend in the world until Hanz joined him, and then 
moved over to him instead. 


Hanz stole the abandoned pillow. Vision would never miss it. 
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Janus woke to the door opening and closing, though the only sound it made was the 
whisper of the wood passing over the carpet. The wards over the entrance welcomed Lyall 
the next second. Janus felt it on his skin like warm kisses. 


The sun had already crested over the ocean. It must have been seconds away by the 
time Lyall reached the elevator. Janus sat up. He listened. Lyall roamed restlessly from room 
to room, and even poured himself a bowl of cereal Janus kept for him. He’d get no 
nourishment from it, but Lyall still kept more human traits to him than Janus was 
accustomed to. 


When it was obvious that Lyall was not going to join him, Janus got out of bed and 
pulled himself up on one of the tall stools in the breakfast nook. The apartment, arctic white 
from the carpet to the leather couch to the finish on the stools, made the bright greens and 
pinks in the cereal Lyall was halfheartedly stabbing with his spoon even more artificial. 

“This is why you taste like a sugar stand,” Janus said. 

Lyall took another bite. Chewed the now soft puffs, and then swallowed. “This is the 
first time you’ve complained,” he said. 

“Tm not complaining. What’s wrong?” 

Lyall stirred the bowl a final time. Lyall had filled out in the months since he’d been 
turned. He was wider across the shoulders than he had been as a human. He'd always be on 
the wiry side, but now his muscles had definition. A steady diet and not being shot at did 
wonders, Janus supposed. Still, he looked human under the artificial lights. A little lost, a 
little broken. Janus was expecting Lyall to brush him off, to pick up his bowl and go to the 
sink, but instead the spoon fell with a clunk against the bowl. “I miss it.” 

“Yeah.” 

Lyall looked at him, his blue eyes narrowed. The misplaced anger was so close to the 
surface of his skin if Janus bit him he’d taste that before the artificial coloring in his system. 
“That’s it? Just yeah?” 

“You miss it. I get that.” 

“You don’t even know what ‘it’ is,” Lyall snarled. 

Janus waved behind him to the treated windows that were just now letting in a very 
browned out sunrise. “You miss it. The sun, daylight, the world. You miss actually tasting 
food. I get it.” 

Lyall looked down morosely to the bowl, the remaining milk turning into an 
unappealing purple-gray. “These used to be my favorite,” he said. 

“Mine was a soft poached egg over hot, buttered toast,” Janus said. Their cook used to 
bring the toast especially for him. 

Lyall said nothing, just kept staring at the milk. 
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Janus took his wrist. “There are certain advantages, however.” 


“Like what?” Lyall’s voice was surly, but Janus had felt how his blood had quickened 
when his fingers wrapped around Lyall’s wrist. 


Janus brought Lyall’s wrist to his lips. Lyall’s skin was soft, despite how strong his wrist 
was below it, and Janus licked what had once been Lyall’s pulse point. 


Janus’s fangs pushed through, an automatic response, and Lyall gasped as the tip of 
Janus’s fang dragged across a blue vein. It wasn’t enough to raise the blood, but Lyall 
shuddered as though it had. 


“Do it,” Lyall whispered. His own fangs were out, and they stung Janus’s earlobe. Janus 
followed the line of blood up Lyall’s elbow, his upper arm, and stopped where Lyall’s T-shirt 
sleeve began. Lyall yanked it off and Janus was surprised he didn’t rip it. The veins branched 
out over Lyall’s shoulder, and Janus followed the thickest one. His tongue hesitated on Lyall’s 
clavicle, tasting the city still clinging to him. Lyall’s skin was pink, the blood in him still 
mostly human, and when Janus clamped down, biting down Lyall’s neck to drink, Lyall all 
but came where he stood. Janus barely had time to gather Lyall’s erection in his hand and 
pumped it, once, and Lyall was over. Janus held him, drinking from him during the euphoric 
rush of blood and orgasm, and then held him up until Lyall came back into himself enough 
to stand. 


Even then, Lyall walked shakily to the couch and sat. He touched his throat, where the 
puncture wounds had already closed. He wiped off Janus’s saliva, then brought his fingers to 
his mouth, licking them clean. 

“Your humanity was your friend,” Janus said, sitting down on the arm of the couch. 
“You must mourn it like a friend, or it won't ever feel closed.” 

Lyall looked at him. His eyes were heavy now, and when he blinked it took a full 
second for him to open them again. “I don’t have friends,” he said. “Just masters and 
stepfathers.” 


Janus reached over and pulled Lyall toward him. It didn’t take much convincing to get 
Lyall to put his head on Janus’s knee. “You know that’s not true.” 


Lyall exhaled loudly, which was nothing but a noisy show for vampires. “Yeah.” 
“Yeah,” Janus told him. 


Janus woke just before the sun went down. Lyall was still in death’s sleep, face almost 
waxy. It had been days since the last time Lyall had gone to bed and actually rested, so Janus 
untangled himself from Lyall’s arms and the bed sheets. 


Janus put the coffee on. He’d just collected the paper from the other side of the door 
when his cell phone rang. 


It was Breylorn, his master. “Yes, sir?” Janus asked, still standing in the hall. 


“I need you, Janus.” 
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Janus stashed the newspaper under his arm. “Now?” 
“You and your pet may feed first, if that is what you are asking. But shortly thereafter.” 
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If the mansion Lore had selected had had a bat cave hidden deep within its bowels, 
Seraph would not have been surprised. The huge house was at least four stories tall and five 
in some sections. It presented a united front on the outside, but it had been subdivided into 
some kind of cheap boarding house, and the plaster and thin walls hadn’t been taken down. 


The house was far enough from the street that no one would notice the blacked 
windows and lack of light coming from them. Seraph supposed he should have felt at home 
in the creepy, filthy, always dark interior. Quite honestly, though, he didn’t like it at all. 
Gabriel had always had such tastefully designed dwelling places. 


Plus, he still hated spiders. 


Seraph unlocked the door and disarmed the state-of-the-art alarm system. Lore didn’t 
care what the ambiance was, but the alarm showed he wasn’t stupid. Seraph was alone in the 
house. Lore was out. 


And that shouldn’t have bothered him. When they'd been young, Gabriel was 
constantly leaving with Vision, and Seraph never went along. He understood his place. Later, 
when it was just the two of them, Gabriel did take him. If Seraph was completely honest 
with himself, though, by the time Gabriel had no one else to take but him, there was no 
place really left to go. 


“Stop it,” he told himself, actually saying the words. They echoed off the walls of the 
grand hall, which was the only part of the house left completely untouched by the 
alterations. 


And, as always, no one answered. But the intense feeling of being watched didn’t 
change. 


He went up the stairs in the dark. The room that Lore had chosen wasn’t the largest or 
the fanciest, but a small bedroom that had obviously been part of another room. There were 
no closets and the closest bath was in another part in the house. Lore had sniffed his way 
through the house and found it. In the beginning, Seraph couldn’t fathom why, but lying in 
bed alone in the late hours of the night he started to hear the crying, and he knew. 


She hadn’t appeared to him yet. He was starting to catch glimpses of red silk. Every 
time he asked Lore to change rooms, he was met with a blank look. It was as though Seraph 
hadn’t spoken at all. 


The sobs began again, softly. They came from the corner. From where he lay on the 
bed he could smell the rich scent of blood starting to fill the room. 


And in the next second, the smell and the sounds were gone. 


Lore was home. 
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There had been no chirp from the alarm system, no blast of cold air, but Lore was 
padding his way down the hall. Seraph never how or why, but in his mind’s eye Lore moved 
through the house as a wolf. When he walked across the remains of the parquet floor, Seraph 
swore he heard the clinking of unretracted claws. 

Seraph put his head in his hands. He was going insane. 

When the bedroom door swung open, it was done by a real hand. Seraph had to blink 
and rubbed his eyes hard with the back of his fists. While he saw Lore’s hand in every detail 
down to the fact that his manicure needed to be re-buffed, he also saw the paw of a very old 
wolf. The claws had the exact same buff marks on them. 

Seraph sobbed. 

“What is your issue now?” Lore demanded, closing the door behind him. 

“Nothing,” Seraph said. Lore was entirely himself again. 

“Good.” Lore stood in the middle of the room until Seraph got out of bed and undressed 
him. “What did you see?” 

“They are working together,” Seraph said, but still wondered why he had been sent 
out. Janus and Vision were friends, and so much as Seraph might dislike Vision, Vision was 
amazingly loyal to those he considered to be friends. 

“Tm not interested in Janus or your ex. Hanz and Lyall. Were they together?” 

“Hanz and --” They didn’t even know each other. 

“But he did show up.” 

Seraph nodded. 

“Good,” Lore repeated. He stepped out of his slacks delicately, then threw Seraph to the 
bed. It was a cheap mattress on a very expensive bed frame, so springs dug into his back. 

He would have preferred it if Lore had wanted him on his knees fucking him like a 
dog. Being on his back with his legs spread and his belly exposed left him weak. 

His dick was hard, though. And he couldn’t stop himself from wrapping his fingers 
around it and jerking off as Lore stood over him, watching. 

Lore held Seraph’s legs up and open, and pushed himself inside, hard. 

And damn if that didn’t feel good, too. 

The pace began hard and only got rougher. Seraph felt part rag doll, the way Lore was 
pulling at his body. Lore stared down at him, with a look on his face that could only be 
hunger. As his dick was already firmly inside Seraph’s ass and he was positively brimming 
with hot, human blood, Seraph wondered which of Lore’s needs he wasn’t fulfilling. 

Lore twisted, pulling him up and onto his shoulders, then hunched over him. If Seraph 
needed to breathe to live he would have been out of luck. He didn’t, and Lore had found his 
prostate and was hitting it with bursts of staccato thrusts. Seraph was coming, his fist moving 
against his dick so fast he should have been worried about friction burn. 
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The orgasm shook him, hurt him, and made him crave it all over again even as the 
dying sparks still rode his body. 


And through it all, Lore hadn’t stopped watching him. His thrusts had stopped while 
Seraph came, but then begun again, hard enough that the bed began to shake. The headboard 
was heavier than Seraph was, but Lore still managed to slam it into the wall. Lore was 
ferocious. His fangs were out, and Seraph exposed his throat because he could. 


Impossibly, Seraph was getting hard again, but he didn’t just want to take it any more. 
He growled at Lore -- and the state Lore was in, Seraph knew that he was risking his life to 
do it. 

Lore backed off, just for a second. Seraph flipped onto his belly, and Lore let him go, if 
only to get a better grip on Seraph’s hips. Seraph shouldn’t have been able to come so 
quickly, but he couldn’t help it. He barely had to touch himself. Just the friction from his 
hand was enough. Lore howled, an unearthly sound, and then bit down on Seraph’s 
shoulders. He drank far more than he should have, and Seraph knew he was being drained. If 
Lore came, Seraph missed it. 


He came back warmer than he normally was. Once, it would have been because Vision, 
then named Vic, had forgotten to close the thin cloth they called drapes the night before. 


For a moment, it did feel as though the morning sun was touching his chest. Then he 
woke and realized how very bad that would be. 


He jerked awake, but the room was still in its perpetual gloom. The heat on his chest 
was rapidly getting too hot for comfort. He tried to sit up, but he couldn’t move. Not because 
he was manacled, but because his body wouldn’t obey him. 


“Are you comfortable?” Lore asked. 
“Do you care?” 


“Not really.” Lore waved his hand over Seraph’s chest, and a line of burning pain broke 
out going from his sternum to his groin. 


“Do you recognize this intersection?” Lore asked mildly. 


Seraph lifted his head. The pain chewed at him like fire ants, and moving amplified it. 
He wanted to scream, but bit his tongue only because Lore wanted him to scream, too. 


The cuts on his chest did look like a street intersection, but the actual intersection 
could have been any two streets. 


“The corner of Ninth Avenue and Forty-fifth. Tomorrow. You will pick up a package 
for me.” 


“Of course,” Seraph said, and his voice sounded hollow. The pain was starting to feel 
good, and perhaps that was the most alarming thing of all. 


Lore patted him on the head. 
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Joe woke up. He opened his eyes, but the name remained with him. Joe. His name was 
Joe, and he’d just woken. His mate was still slumbering beside him, a solid, heavy mass of 
warmth, and Joe wanted to shake him awake, to tell him his name was Joe, but the words to 
form the wonderful news were gone. He tugged on his mate’s arm, regardless. 


His mate didn’t have a name. That made Joe sad. He shook his mate again, and was 
rewarded when his mate reached up with his huge hand -- almost the size of Joe’s face -- to 
pull him down beside him. Joe ducked out of the way, and shook him for the third time. His 
name was Joe, and his mate couldn’t understand that. 


He thought he understood something else entirely. He pulled Joe down, this time not 
letting Joe duck away. They sexed, his mate’s cock sliding between his thighs, and Joe came, 
the pleasure cresting in his belly first. His mate finished with a grunt. For a moment they lay 
together, naked skin to naked skin, and then his mate rolled over and adjusted his clothing. 


Joe sat up, but knew there was no way to tell his mate he remembered his name. He 
stood up, the scent of his mate all over him. But his mate had already turned over and gone 
back to sleep. 


He went out to the street alone. 


A pack had passed by recently. He smelled them stinking of urine and human alcohol. 
They’d been chasing a new one, but the trail was old and Joe doubted the new one would be 
in much danger from this pack. There seemed to be more wild packs in the parks and alleys 
these days. Joe didn’t like it. It was impossible to survive alone, he knew, but the larger the 
pack, the more dangerous they were even to older vampires like Joe. 


And still, beneath that, was that thing, looking for him. Even the rustle of leaves in the 
cool night air made him jump. He knew he should have gone back to the nest to wait for his 
mate. There were still others out there, non-pack vampires who would chase and be chased 
until one caught the other and the sex would be open and frantic. He didn’t trust the sex of 
gangs. There were too many of them and they held their victims down. 


If he walked softly enough, he didn’t mark the ground. The thing rolled harmlessly 
past him, and in its path now, shadows followed. 

Soon the gangs would start. His stomach was upset. It had been years since he’d felt 
anything besides fear, hunger, and need, but the quivers in his stomach were something else 
entirely. 

He was nervous. 

And returning underground with that thing looking for him made him even more 
nervous. He’d stay topside, and get away from the loose soil of the park. Going deeper into 
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the city wasn’t something he did often at all -- cars and tazers and guns and pepper spray -- 
but he felt like he was being driven away from the safety of the park. 


The streets here with their tall buildings that towered over him were deserted. He 
walked down the middle of the street because he could, and the lights were green as far as he 
could see. It was surreal -- like watching a western. What’s a western? He didn’t know, but 
for some reason he expected to see a tumbleweed blowing down the deserted sidewalk. 


Tumbleweed. Sidewalks. The world had words. When the big black thing pulled up 
alongside him, and the window rolled down, and the blond vampire looked at him from 
beneath dark shades, the nervousness in Joe had turned into something else. Inevitability. 


“My name is Joe,” he said. 


“I know.” The vampire slid over, so that his voice came from within the belly of the 
death machine. Car. “Get in.” 


Joe got in. 


The feral one sat on the edge of the seat, eyes huge. The streets rushed past, and Joe’s 
nails became whiter and whiter as he dug them into the armrest and door. Seraph wanted to 
pat him on the leg and tell him that he’d be all right, or perhaps even buckle up his seat belt 
at the first red light, but they didn’t hit any red lights the entire trip home. He was also 
afraid that entering Joe’s space would be construed as an attack. So he remained where he 
was and perhaps drove a little faster than he should have. 


Seraph wouldn’t have been able to share a car with a homeless human, but although 
Joe was dressed as one, he smelled more of the abandoned hall of the great house than of 
anything else. He’d fed, and recently if his body temperature was any indication -- and yet 
he still looked empty. 


Seraph was thirsty just looking at him. 


And now Joe was looking at him, his face frank with interest. His eyes were too wide 
with no difference between the iris and the pupil, and his hair was a dirty brown. He was 
obviously still afraid, but there was a sense of resignation to him, too. 


“Do you want to know where we're going?” Seraph asked, if only to break the silence. 


Joe blinked, but didn’t answer. Seraph didn’t know if he could. The feral vampires were 
a danger to humans and weaker vampires alike, but Seraph had no concern for his safety. 


The only time Joe balked at all was after they'd arrived at the house. He’d remained in 
the car until Seraph had come around and opened the door, and even then didn’t try to fight 
when Seraph took him by the hand. 


The house was dark and looked as deserted as it had before Seraph and Lore had moved 
in. The trees around it were dead from lack of water, and the house looked cancerous beside 
the other better-kept lots around them. Joe wasn’t looking at the dead trees or the house, but 
at the broken and overgrown sidewalk. 
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“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Seraph said, knowing full well that he was lying. Lore 
wouldn’t have asked for him if Joe hadn’t had some advantage for him, and Seraph was smart 
enough that what was good for Lore was bad for practically everyone else. “At least you'll be 
on the right side of it.” 

Joe shook his head again, violent enough that Seraph wondered how it couldn’t have 
hurt. He tried to take Joe’s arm again, but Joe snarled at him, baring his teeth in a primal 
warning. 

A black bird shot up from the branches of the closest tree, and suddenly Lore was 
standing by the door. Seraph grabbed the back of Joe’s shirt out of habit, but Joe did bolt and 
the grip on his collar knocked him to the ground. Seraph moved quickly, and stepped down 
on Joe’s neck until Lore arrived. 

“That was surprisingly effective for you,” Lore said. “You might actually come in handy 
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yet. 

The words were meant to hurt, but Seraph wouldn’t rise to them. “Stop it, master, 
you're too kind.” It took all Seraph’s strength to make it appear as though he were under no 
duress at all. 


Lore smiled at him, baring his teeth, and then looked down to the slavering wolverine 
that had been a passive, altered vampire just a moment ago. “Stop that.” 


Joe stopped. Seraph removed his foot, but Joe didn’t move. 
“This was the one driven?” 


Seraph wanted to snap that no, they'd arrived by horse and buggy, but then supposed 
that the look of fear in Joe’s eyes had to have come from somewhere. “This is the one.” 


“Good.” Lore snapped his fingers. 

Reluctantly, Joe climbed to his feet. He shook like a wet puppy, and wouldn’t look up 
as Lore approached. 

“What is your name?” Lore asked, and lifted Joe’s chin with his fingers. Joe fought him, 
but kept his eyes screwed shut. 

Seraph gave Joe six or seven seconds to answer, but Lore held out his hand and Seraph 
couldn’t move. The power crackled off Lore like sheet lightning. All over again, Seraph was 
in awe. 

“Tm asking you. What is your name?” 

Joe couldn’t look away any more. The muscles of his neck were so tight Seraph was 
afraid that they would snap. He kept his eyes shut, despite Lore, but couldn’t stop his mouth 
from opening and taking in his first breath. “Joe,” he said, and winced. 

“Joe.” Lore savored the word like a victory. Perhaps it was. “You will look at me, Joe. If 
not today, then soon.” 


Joe didn’t move. Lore stepped away. “Come inside.” 
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Whether he was talking to Joe or Seraph, Seraph didn’t know, but they both shuffled 
after him. Only when Lore’s back was turned, however, did Joe look at Seraph. 


Seraph had seen vulnerable people before. He’d used them up as much as he could and 
discarded them. Joe was vulnerable now, and what Seraph should have done was brush past 
him to be first into the house so that he may better serve his master. 


But he hated his master, and Joe needed him. So instead, he took Joe’s hand. “It’s going 
to be okay. If Lore had wanted you dead, you would be already.” 


Joe shook his head, but squeezed Seraph’s hand back. 
“Touching,” Lore snarled. 


“Fuck you,” Seraph snarled back. 


The house did have a bat cave, or at least a cavernous wine cellar. How Lore had 
managed to erect an eight foot by eight foot cage in the middle of it without Seraph seeing or 
hearing it, Seraph had no idea. At the very least, Lore could have used newer materials to 
construct it. 

Joe looked at it and froze again. It would have been easier for Seraph if he had started 
fighting again. The screeching would have been preferred over the mute horror on Joe’s face. 

“Lore --” Seraph began, uncertain, but Lore silenced him again. 

“In the cage,” Lore ordered. 

Joe shook his head, barely more than a quarter inch in either direction. He still had his 
eyes closed tightly. 

Seraph stepped up and took Joe’s hand. “Come on,” he whispered. Joe didn’t fight him, 
but the trembling started again. 

Stepping into the iron bars was no different than any other part of the cellar. Joe was 
expecting it not to be. He stopped, just a foot inside the cage, and didn’t move again. 

“Seraph, come out. Now,” Lore ordered. 

Joe wouldn’t turn around, still terrified. Seraph left him in the cage and stepped out. 
Lore banged the door shut and locked it. Joe’s shoulders tensed at the noise, but he didn’t 
turn. 

“So, what, you're just going to leave him?” Seraph asked. 

“Are you concerned for his welfare, my darling boy?” Lore asked, putting his arm over 
Seraph’s shoulders. Seraph, despite his anger, responded to the touch. It had been this way 
since Lore had tempted him from Gabriel’s side. 

“I don’t want you to hurt him,” Seraph said. He tried to keep the petulance from his 
voice and failed. 

Lore looked behind him. Joe’s shoulders were hunched, and he still hadn’t turned. “I 
wouldn't worry, darling. /7m not going to hurt him.” 
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Seraph stopped walking. “Who is going to? 
Lore’s smile had nothing to do with pleasure and everything to do with the way 
crocodiles surface at watering holes. 
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When the door closed on the top of the stairs, the darkness was absolute. Joe had never 
been in complete darkness before, not for as long as he could remember. There was no light, 
not even a sliver for his eyes to use. He was blind, and that terrified him. 


But not nearly as much as the old vampire did. Lore. Joe’s mate had been old, old 
enough that he was starting to need the blood he took to maintain his body. That had made 
him the oldest thing Joe had known. Being around him gave Joe a sense of comfort. Lore was 
so old bits of him were flaking off and floating up. Neither Joe nor Seraph could see it, but it 
was happening. 

The drift was using Lore up. And looking at his face would pull Joe into it. It was the 
only way Lore could feed. 


And it wasn’t the worst part. The other thing, the thing under the pavement was still 
looking for him. 

In the cage, underground, Joe couldn’t stop it from finding him. That fear overrode 
everything else, including the fact that he was now more than just a little hungry; the fight 
with Lore had used up more strength than Joe thought it could. 


Joe began to pace, then stopped when the sound of his footsteps echoed off the walls. If 
he heard it, everything else could, too. 

Eventually, the door above him opened, and the sudden light under the second door 
flooded the room. Joe jumped back. Covering his face with his hands didn’t block enough 
light, but he didn’t have to see to know it was the other one. He smelled too much like a 
human. Soap. Shampoo. 


But also of blood. He carried a plastic sac of it. The blood was dark enough to be black, 
and artificially warmed. 

Joe glared at him, suspicious. Blood came from humans and occasionally from whatever 
animal he could catch when starvation threatened. The blood offered to him wasn’t alive. 


The other tossed the bag back and forth. He was speaking, words bubbling from his lips 
as though they were worthless. The words were cajoling, set to calm him, but Joe only 
snarled at him. 

The blood sac landed at his feet. More words, less cajoling, less calming and Joe snarled 
again. The other imitated the act of biting through the plastic thing, and smiled as though Joe 
were a child when Joe picked it up. 
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He wasn’t smiling when Joe hurtled the bag back at him. The blood, already agitated, 
exploded from the puncture Joe had given it with his fingernail, and it coated the wall, the 
floor, and most of the other. 


The smell of it filled the room. Rich, human blood, but with a faint chemical smell that 
burned his nose. The other swore -- that needed no translation -- and stormed off upstairs, 
leaving Joe in darkness again. 


Frustration, hot and familiar, filled Joe. He now wanted the blood, and it was cooling 
off at an alarming rate. He rattled the cage, over and over again. His howls echoed uselessly 
against the dirt floor and walls. The blood hunger, older than all his new fears, rode him 
now. 

And it had completely forgotten about the beast hunting him. 

The beast, however, hadn't forgotten him. Joe heard it respond, deep from the ground, 
and suddenly the new, coldly rational part of his brain was in charge again. He fell back, 
away from the bloodstain, and moved as far away as he could in the small space. 

Panic clawed at his insides like the first time he’d had bad blood. It had taken him a 
week of sweating in his small nest to fight off the infection, and even longer before he 
stopped feeling listless and dull. 


This was much worse. 


Soothing, cold fingers touched his forehead. He was not alone in the cell. He should 
have been alarmed more than he already was -- but he wasn’t. He felt the soft touch of 
clothing on his cheek, as red as the blood spilled and as soft as the spot behind his mate’s 
earlobe. Long brown hair fell on his face, and he realized it was a woman. She was crooning 
to him. 

“Be very still,” she whispered, and he understood her. The words weren’t just 
meaningless sounds like so much of the human-speak. “He can’t find you if you're very still.” 

She smelled of blood, too, but warm and rich from the vein. Not entirely, however. She 
smelled as she felt, like a whisper rather than a word. Still, he clung to her because he could. 

The beast, not even human, definitely not a he, did find him. Or rather, it found the 
cage. But rather than seeing Joe, it concentrated solely on the huge, drying bloodstain. 


Joe remained perfectly still. Any movement would draw that thing to him, so he 
waited in mute horror until whatever power the thing was pulling on drained away. It was 
like watching a summer rainstorm dissipate. The longer it existed, the weaker it became until 
it was just him and the lady in the cell. 

And then it was just him. 
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Lore wouldn’t come to bed, and because of that, Seraph couldn’t sleep. Not because he 
missed him and couldn't sleep without him, but because he didn’t trust what Lore would do 
without him. 


So he stayed awake, with Lore, in front of the huge fireplace on the first floor. Lore 
remained perfectly still, waiting. Halfway through the night, he sent Seraph down to feed 
Joe. 


Seraph returned, covered in blood. There was only one working shower in the house, 
and he stripped off his filthy clothes on the way. When he returned, toweling his hair, Lore 
was practically quivering in anticipation. “Can’t you feel it?” 


“Feel what?” Seraph asked. 


Lore glared at him, but ignored Seraph’s question. Eventually the anticipation in Lore 
bubbled down to frustration when whatever he was obviously waiting for didn’t happen. 


They slept on opposite sides of the bed. 
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Hanz woke up first. Vision was still sprawled over him, but he gave Vision his pillow 
back and Vision migrated to it without a fuss. It was still light outside, but the sun was 
setting. The muted colors of the sunrise was still visible through the smoked glass, and Hanz 
watched the orange globe set, now no brighter than a 100-watt bulb by the time the light 
reached him. 


The office was still locked, but Hanz had the key. Janus’s wards flared from the table. 
Hanz went to it. It was a map of the island, divided into the different territories. He traced 
Vision’s territories with his fingers. They were neither the largest nor the strongest, but they 
were a good combination. Hanz fed off them now, through Vision, and it had taken him 
three days to grow accustomed to the constant, not unpleasant buzz. Now, it was a part of 
him as much as his hands were. 


The lines, dark blue in Vision’s territory, were the palest of robin’s eggs on the north 
lip of the island. Where the lines touched the ocean, the blue was barely there. 

Under the park, a faint gray line pulsed, and when Hanz touched that with his finger, 
the line shifted away. 

“Do you know what that is?” 

Hanz didn’t jump. He had as much right to be in his master’s study as Vision himself. 
When he turned around, Breylorn leaned against the doorway, arms crossed over his chest. 
He smelled of the new guy, fresh blood and hot sex, and looked tired despite the full day’s 
rest. When he moved to the table he did so with the lethargic motions of a great beast after a 
huge meal. 


Breylorn waved his hand over the map. If the wards flared when Hanz entered the 
room, they jumped up and caressed Breylorn’s hand. 
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“Janus still loves you,” Hanz said. 

Breylorn stepped away and the wards collapsed back to the page. “Does that surprise 
you?” he asked. 

“No.” 

“You didn’t answer my question. Do you know what this is?” 

“No. Vision hasn’t told me.” 

“Yet,” Breylorn finished. “Isn’t that right?” 

Hanz shrugged. 

Breylorn continued. “Ley lines. Power lines. The energy is everywhere, but it only 
concentrates in certain areas. Coastlines, ancient markers attract them.” 

Hanz nodded. That was nothing new. He waited for the bad news. Breylorn’s face told 
him it was coming. 

“The lines are draining.” 

“Draining?” Hanz asked. 

Breylorn nodded. He waved his hand over the map, and the lines darkened and 
thickened, some to the width of Hanz’s thumbs. He brought his hand back over the page, 
and the lines returned to the state they were in. Even the thickest lines were no wider than a 
pencil. 

Hanz shrugged again. Breylorn wasn’t hard to read, but Hanz got the impression that 
he wasn’t quite trusted because Breylorn had a hard time reading him. Breylorn nodded, 
acknowledging the issue, and moved on. 

“These lines are growing weaker by the day.” Breylorn motioned toward the robin’s 
egg blue. The lines barely moved off the page for him. 

“And these?” Hanz asked, motioning to the gray line of the park. He didn’t feel the 
need to point out that Breylorn’s line was not immediately next to be threatened. They were 
the ones after that, though. 

“As far as we can tell, they are new lines just being created.” 

Hanz looked up. Again, he hadn’t asked if that were possible. It obviously was. “Lines 
shouldn’t move,” he said, instead. This one was. It was moving several feet a minute. 

“They shouldn't,” Breylorn agreed. 

They were silent for another moment. “As soon as the sun sets, will you have my car 
brought up?” 

“Yes, sir. It’s already been arranged.” 

“You certainly are everything to everyone,” Breylorn said. Hanz wasn’t sure, but he 
was almost positive that it was not meant to be an insult. 


He showed Breylorn out and then went up to the bedroom. Vision was in the shower. 
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“Quit sulking about and join me,” Vision called over the water’s hiss. 

Hanz opened his mouth to protest, but Vision cut him off. “Yes, you are sulking. A 
blowjob’s a blowjob. It means nothing.” 

Hanz was silent. The water snapped off, and a second later the room was silent, too. 
“Honestly, Hanz, of all the smells out there, you didn’t think I’d be able to recognize his?” 

Hanz said nothing. 

The shower came on again. “I do suggest you join me, Hanz. The water is quite nice.” 

Hanz stepped into the tub, fully dressed. 

Vision looked behind him and shook his head. “You are an oddly strange individual,” 
he said. 


Hanz dropped down to his knees. At least, that’s how it started. It finished with Vision 
bowed on the carpet of the bedroom, his hands lashed tightly behind his back and his 
forehead against the rug. 

It wasn’t that Vision enjoyed the pain, Hanz knew, but the expectation of it. His legs 
were spread. Hanz ran the rough suede side of the riding crop down the length of Vision’s 
cock. 

Vision shuddered, but didn’t make a sound. The way he responded already worked for 
Hanz, but as much as he wanted to just fuck Vision firmly into next week, it had been at 
least a week since the last time he’d had Vision on the carpet and he didn’t want to rush it. 

So instead, he brought the crop down stingingly on Vision’s ass. 

Vision jerked forward, his muscles straining wonderfully against the leather tie. It 
shouldn’t have contained him, but the cord was Hanz’s talent, and it did what Hanz wanted. 

Hanz rubbed the bright pink kiss from Vision’s white skin. “Another?” he asked. 

Vision said nothing, muttering something into the carpet. Hanz brought the riding 
crop down hard, one on each side, and then rubbed the pinkness again. “You have to speak 
clearly, Vision, or I can’t hear you. I asked you if you wanted another.” 

“Just do it,” Vision snapped. 

Hanz used his hand, catching Vision on the soft skin on his uppermost part of his thigh. 
Vision jerked again, hissing like a cat, and turned on him like a wild thing. 

Hanz slapped him again. “Does it give you pleasure?” 

Vision put his head down in the carpet. “Yes,” he whispered, but this time, Hanz heard 
him just fine. 

“Good.” Hanz brought the crop down again three times, hard and on the same spot. 
This time Vision made a pleading sound in the back of his throat. Hanz went back to rubbing 
the suede on Vision’s perineum. Vision struggled to get away from the sensation, and then 
just accepted it. Hanz immediately switched to the soft leather. 
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Vision groaned, moving his hips. Hanz didn’t give it any pressure, so there was no 
relief in the contact. “More?” Hanz asked. 


Vision said nothing. Hanz slapped him hard, still keeping the leather soft on Vision’s 
cock. When he did twitch the crop upwards, it was with the gentleness of a blown feather. 
Vision shuddered with each contact, but didn’t speak. 


“Enough?” Hanz asked. His own cock was hard enough that it was starting to hurt, but 
delaying it was delicious. 


Vision pressed his forehead against the carpet. 

“Tm sorry, Vision, I don’t speak sullen.” 

“No,” Vision snarled, even though he was as hard as Hanz. 
“More?” Hanz asked. 

“You heard me!” 


Vision was already going red. It didn’t take much to strike already-bruising flesh. The 
lube was on the table. When he moved away, Vision snarled again. 


Hanz left him there. The cream was cold on his fingers, colder on his cock, and then 
wonderfully soothing. Vision was so tense it took him a moment to relax his muscles enough, 
first with one finger, then two, and whenever his finger touched Vision’s prostate from 
inside, Vision shuddered again. They were both so close Hanz couldn’t make it last any 
longer. He was practically coming before he pushed inside Vision with his cock. Vision 
reared back, hands still bound. Hanz grabbed Vision’s shoulders, nails digging into Vision’s 
skin, and by the sixth thrust he was coming. Vision lasted until Hanz wrapped his fingers 
around his cock, but Hanz didn’t even have to move. 


The job done, the leather tie fell free in time for Vision to brace himself. Hanz 
collapsed onto the carpet rather than expecting Vision to hold both their weights. 


Vision rolled onto his back as well, and they spent a moment staring at the ceiling. 
Hanz shifted over, never minding the wet spot they'd created. He’d get someone in to clean 
the carpets when they were gone. Just putting his head on Vision’s chest and feeling the faint 
stirring from Vision’s heart was good, too. 

Vision closed his eyes, exhaling loudly. By the count of three he was on his feet again. 
“ve got a council meeting at ten, and then a meeting with Breylorn, and Pll be at 
Champlain’s just before dawn. Up.” 

Hanz opened his eyes. He was tired enough to want to go back to bed, but Vision had 
enough energy for both of them. The long evening of meetings would be -- at best -- mind- 
numbingly dull, and Vision had scheduled three of them. “You really are a masochist, aren’t 
you?” he groused under his breath. 


“What was that?” Vision asked, looking for his shirt. Hanz didn’t bother to tell him it 
was in the hall. 


“You have very good ears, sir.” 
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Vision was already out the door, but his voice floated back to where Hanz still lay. “I 
have very good everything.” 
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Seraph tried to clench his fists, but the cuffs holding him to the old teak bed were just a 
little too tight for that. The rough side of the leather was chewing up his wrists, so each time 
he moved a new source of pain lanced down his arms. 

And his nose itched. 

Flaring his nostrils didn’t help. If he arched his back and tried to rub it with his upper 
arm, the leather tore at the sensitive skin. It took several deep breaths before the pain 
stopped and he could relax again. 

But his nose still itched. 

Lore was in the house, somewhere. Seraph could hear him chanting. And even if he 
couldn’t, whenever Lore’s voice hit a particular fevered pitch, a new line burned into his 
chest. The pain was intense, but not nearly as much aggravation as his itchy nose. 

Lore’s chants became howls. The pain at first was over Seraph’s threshold and no 
amount of breathing could stop him from screaming. His voice went hoarse, and then the 
pain lessened. 

The chanting didn’t stop, but the pain did. Even his nose stopped bothering him. He 
was almost asleep before Lore burst back into the room. Seraph lifted his head, to stare down 
at his chest, but even he could see the lines and the burns were half-formed. 

The snarl was so guttural it shook the blackened window. “What did you do?” 

“Nothing. Untie me.” 

Lore raised his fist. With nowhere to go, staked out as he was, the blow would have 
crippled Seraph, but Seraph refused to panic. “Untie me,” he said. 

Lore’s face went blank, for just a second, and then he fumbled with the buckles holding 
the shackles. 

A moment later, Seraph was free. When he moved, the blood started to pump again, 
however weakly. It reminded him of what his heart used to feel like. “The wards didn’t 
form,” Lore said, sounding mulish. Lore still wanted to hurt Seraph; that much was obvious. 
But something was stopping him. 

“They failed,” Seraph said. His body was healing from both his wrists and the marks cut 
deep into his chest. “About halfway through. They failed.” 

“Impossible,” Lore snapped. 

Seraph just looked at him before gingerly pulling his shirt back on. The lines were still 
hot, so he left the shirt unbuttoned. “Not hardly,” he muttered under his breath. 


Lore had him up against the wall in the next second. “What was that?” he demanded. 
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“Not hardly,” Seraph said, enunciating clearly. “And you're never going to do that to 
me again.” 

Lore’s hand tightened against Seraph’s throat. It wasn’t going to cut off his breathing, 
but it could interrupt the blood supply to his brain. The world started to swim. Hanz had 
smelled like Vision truly loved him. They had a together kind of smell that made each of 
them better. 


Lore smelled of nothing but contempt and hatred. He’d taken it before because he’d 
thought that’s all he deserved. And he was right. Either Lore would kill him where he stood, 
or he’d let him go. 


And Seraph, quite honestly, was okay with either option. He closed his eyes and leaned 
into the hand holding his throat. “Do it,” he said, but without breath there was no 
compulsion, and Lore eventually dropped him. 


Seraph landed on his ass and drew his legs up. “You’re growing weaker. I can smell it 
all over you. You used to be a master at everything; now you can barely control a ward. 
What the hell’s wrong with you?” 


Lore’s face was completely blank for a minute, then he stalked out of the room. 


He was going back to the room that Seraph shared with him. Seraph winced, touching 
his throat, but the damage done to it was healing. He’d be damned again if he went up and 
joined Lore, so instead he went to the single working fridge in the house, grabbed two of the 
blood packs, and went down to feed Joe. 


Joe was still far back against the wall. His dark eyes looked past Seraph’s shoulder, 
obviously looking for Lore, but Seraph shook his head. “Just me, Pm afraid.” 
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Sam scanned the crowd, but Lyall wasn’t there. The disappointment, as always, was 
crushing. It removed the buzz from the beer as much as it muted the colors for him. He was 
about to finish the bottle and go home, when he felt the familiar whisper of the hairs on his 
forearms. 


He turned around, expecting to see Lyall. He was already smiling, but the smile died. 
This wasn’t Lyall at all. They had the same dark hair, but this one looked older. And not just 
physically. There was a sense of something ancient in him. 

They met gazes, and the blacks of the man’s pupils were bigger than they should have 
been, the irises glass pale around the deep wells of dark pupils. It was such a cliché, to drown 
in someone’s eyes, but Sam found himself trying to dig his nails into the wood of the table to 
keep from falling forward. 


“You were expecting someone else,” the man said, in a faint European accent. 
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Sam groaned. It had to be an accent. His cock was hardening despite himself. Thank 
God it was dark enough in the club that it wasn’t going to be noticeable. Then the man flared 
his nostrils, smelling him, and Sam knew he knew. 

“Sit down,” the vampire ordered. 

“You got a name?” Sam asked, sitting down. The pleasure he received from his 
obedience went straight to his cock. He moved his hand, or perhaps he just thought about 
moving his hand to touch it through his jeans, but the vampire shook his head. 

“Don’t do that.” 

“Of course not,” Sam agreed, quite joyously. He wished he wasn’t feeling so ludicrously 
happy and turned on; it was rapidly becoming more difficult to think for himself. 

“Look at me,” Lore said. 

“Yes, of course!” Sam agreed too loudly, and then laughed. But it must have been tinged 
with enough panic that several people around them turned to look at him. The smile settling 
on his face felt exactly as he’d imagined advancing rigor mortis would feel. 


Lore smiled as well, leaning forward as though Sam had just said something funny. 
Sam’s teeth ground together. Lore reached over and lifted his chin, turning it away from 
him. With his other hand, he reached over and touched the two still-healing puncture 
wounds on his neck. Sam laughed again, the pleasure of the touch too much for him. 


He came in his pants. There was no pleasure, no overwhelming crest that he could ride 
that made it hurt and feel so good. There was no enjoyment in it at all, and after his body 
stopped trembling, it was still caught in the false state of exhilaration. 


He laughed again, but his voice was high-pitched in desperation. “Who bit you, my 
little mouse?” 


“Lyall,” Sam told him. He would have told him anything. His teeth ground together 
with sounds like crunching popcorn kernels. 


“Lyall. Little Janus’s toy has teeth now? I am impressed. Did they hunt together?” 

“Together?” 

“Was there a good looking older vampire with him? Has the brooding ’m-one-with- 
the-people thing going on.” 

The modern speak surprised Sam. He shook his head. “We were alone.” 

“Excellent. I may have use for you.” 

“Drink,” Sam said, cocking his head to the side. The grin had turned into a grimace, and 
the muscles of his face started to hurt. People were staring. 

“No,” the vampire told him, standing up. “Wouldn’t want to leave marks.” 

It wasn’t until the bar was closing down that Sam was able to stand again, and when he 
did, his entire body hurt. He slunk off home to his closet apartment and slept for two days 
straight. 
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It was too bad the first day was his warning and the second his pink slip. 
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Janus let himself into Breylorn’s apartment. He wasn’t alone; there were at least four or 
five others in the house, but the rooms were silent as a tomb. That didn’t bode well, and the 
hair on the back of his neck rose. 


Breylorn had redone the main room. Gone was the art deco and chrome. The room 
looked friendlier -- cozier, his brain provided -- though it was still for Breylorn, so Janus 
wouldn’t quite accept the word yet. The sofa was sectional, overstuffed, beige cloth and 
comfortable, and the chairs were matching. Beige. It looked unholy. 


Hanz looked up from the far section. He was reading the newspaper, and stopped long 
enough to nod. He wasn’t alone. Another lieutenant stood by the window. When Janus 
entered from the hall, the other one snarled and turned around. 


Hanz stopped bringing the cup of tea to his lips and stared at the new one, surprised. 
Janus wasn’t, not particularly. This one wore the upgrade from pet to lieutenant as though it 
were a suit. Janus hadn’t had that comfortable air Hanz seemed to have about him until at 
least a couple decades after Breylorn had chosen him. He remembered how raw everything 
had felt at first. 


Hanz put the cup down. “You're going to give us all a complex,” he told Janus, and 
turned the page of the newspaper. 


Janus was more forthcoming. He was the oldest one in the room, by over a century, 
and had never taken kindly to pups snapping at his tail. Hanz leaned back in the sofa, legs 
crossed, and watched with frank interest. 


The other was big, at least twice as wide as Janus. His skin was flawless, but Janus still 
saw the ghost of acne scars. He was not by any stretch handsome, but there was a ruggedness 
to him that might have been appealing to some. The transition to a monosexual environment 
had been particularly hard for this one, and it left him with the constant need to size things 
up. 

“Whose are you?” Janus asked, lightly. No names, not yet, just positioning. That was all 
part of the dance. 

This one drew itself up, half a head taller than Janus was, and Janus was six foot. The 
posturing was for nothing, and the big man seemed to know it when he said, “Champlain’s.” 

“Ah,” Janus said. That was all he needed to say. The other deflated as though he’d been 
popped. “And what’s your name?” Janus was kinder and gentler than he had to be. 

“Drey.” 

“Come sit,” Hanz called from the couch, and Drey moved, lumbering to it. He glared at 
Janus, but it was now the look from a conquered bully. In fact, Hanz shot Janus a withering 
look, and Janus refused to feel guilty. 
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Hanz pointedly did not bring him a cup of tea when he got up to fetch Drey one. He all 
but patted Drey on the head when he returned, then shared his paper with him. 


Janus ignored them both until the door opened and he was beckoned inside. 


Janus knew about the fading lines. His wards had demonstrated the sickness that was 
still growing. Champlain, Janus knew, was not in any danger from the lines trickling away, 
but he still looked pale and gray compared to Vision and Breylorn. 


“Janus,” Breylorn said, his voice rumbling. “Thank you for joining us. You know 
Champlain, of course.” 


Janus nodded and touched his throat, though he felt no compulsion to do so. Even 
Vision, who Janus had thought a friend and equal, was starting to have the same air as 
Breylorn. Champlain was empty. 


No one spoke in the next moment. If Janus hadn’t been absolutely certain that he’d 
been on his best behavior for the past several months, he would have actually been worried. 


Champlain spoke first. “I need a favor.” 
Janus glanced to Breylorn, who nodded. This was sanctioned, at least. “What is it?” 


Champlain exhaled, sharply. For an instant, he was again the elder he’d once been, and 
then he faded back to gray. “Lore is chipping away at my line. I can’t fight him off anymore, 
and if I can’t hold the lines myself, the council will have no choice but to accept his 
challenge.” 


Janus nodded. None of that was news to him. Champlain took another breath, and held 
it longer this time. When it was obvious he wasn’t going to speak again, Breylorn began. 


“Champlain’s territory is not beside anyone he trusts.” 


Janus heard the silent ‘we’ in place of ‘he’. Champlain was as much a pawn in this as he 
was. 


“I want you to take my lines,” Champlain said. 
Janus blinked. “What now?” 
“I want you --” 


“I heard you the first time. You have a lieutenant. Brooding fellow, authority issues. If 
you want to give it up, it should go to him.” 


“He’s not ready,” Champlain said, and the words sounded painful. “I thought Pd have 
more time. He’s still too young, too unfocused. I can’t foist this on him now.” 


“What happened to your old lieutenant?” 


Champlain bared his teeth. “I wasn’t ready. I killed him for challenging me one too 
many times.” 


Janus looked at Breylorn. “You know I don’t want this,” he said. 
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“Of course,” Breylorn said. “But this is not the time to have someone brash on the 
council. At worst, should Drey fail to keep the territories, Lore will snatch them up.” 


Janus wanted to bolt out of the room, until Breylorn caught and held his gaze. There 
was no way he could disappoint his master. He nodded. “Fine. Whatever.” 


“Nobler words were never spoken,” Vision said dryly. 
Janus bared his teeth in a facetious smile. 


“There is one thing,” Champlain said, and his skin was ashen now. Janus wondered 
when he had last fed. 


“What,” Janus snarled. 

“Drey. You will take him as your lieutenant.” 

“I certainly will not.” 

“That part is non-negotiable,” Champlain said, his voice cold. 

Janus turned to Breylorn, expecting his master to have his back on this one, but the 
matter had obviously been settled long before he’d entered the room. Janus got the feeling 
that part had been settled long before he’d gotten up in the evening. It was probably the 
iron-clad proviso that had started the deal. 

“He’s young,” Janus said, mulishly. 

“You don’t want a lieutenant who is too strong,” Vision said, his voice dark. He was the 
personal experience that proved that rule. 

“Done,” Janus said. The word had finality to it that shocked even him. 

A moment passed. None of them spoke. 

Eventually, Janus cleared his throat. “How?” 

“You have to best him,” Vision said. 

“Paper-rock-scissors?” 

No one even smiled. 

“I am not going to continue with someone else in my lines, in my house, and in my 
life.” Champlain approached Janus, teeth out. Janus took a step back, uncertain. All of the 
color was back in Champlain’s cheeks. Even his smell had changed. He became richer, full of 
blood, and for once a real elder. 

Janus stepped back again, but the wall brought him up short. He put his arm out, 
holding Champlain at arm’s reach, but Champlain batted him away like an annoying fly. 
Champlain snarled, going for Janus’s throat. 

Janus ducked out of the way the first time. There was nothing to say. Champlain’s eyes 
had gone dark. He was hunting, and as feral as the wild vampires. Janus wasn’t as old, but 


Champlain wasn’t as quick. When Champlain lunged at him again, Janus got out of the way 
and slammed Champlain against the wall. 
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It stunned him for a moment, and Janus was at Champlain’s throat, using one hand to 
hold the elder’s head away, the other to pin his chest to the wall. 


The veins of Champlain’s neck stood up in sharp relief under the papery skin. Janus bit 
down, unable to stop himself. The blood was hot, vivid, and erotic. Even what remained of 
Champlain’s strength was too much for him to take it all in. He broke free of the bite, 
gasping for breath, though it did nothing to stop the bands of pressure on his chest. 
Champlain’s blood poured uselessly to Janus’s feet. Though letting the blood pour out 
without stopping it seemed wrong, Janus let him bleed. 


Champlain bled out. He collapsed to Janus’s feet, and Breylorn handed him a wooden 
stake. Janus took it, with hands coated in elder blood, and the wood tingled under his fingers. 

“Make it quick,” Breylorn said. 

Janus touched the wood to Champlain. Again, the papery skin provided no resistance. 
He supposed he should need a hammer, but just pushed it in with the palm of his hand on 
the end of the stick. 

It punctured Champlain’s heart. The wound was bloodless, as Janus thought it would 
be, and Champlain dried up under him. 

The stake fell to the bloody carpet. Janus’s skin felt like it was going to split. The room 
was different now. Breylorn and Vision were different, too. When Breylorn moved, he did so 
with blue light that was almost too bright to look at. Vision’s light was strong, but not as 
strong as Breylorn’s. They both eclipsed him, however. 

Vision dropped down to his knees beside him. The world lurched again, and Vision 
held Janus’s head up. “It will pass,” Vision whispered. 

“You don’t know.” Janus gripped Vision’s waist. It was the only thing solid when the 
whole world spun on its axis like a globe. 

“I do,” Vision said. “Oh, I do.” 

Janus felt Vision stroking his hair. He’d gone through this alone, Janus knew. 

Champlain’s lines found him. He was on the thirtieth floor of a building, miles and 
miles away from Champlain’s territories, and yet the lines still found him. It felt like being 
pounded by tsunami waves. 

When he came back to the surface, he was alone in the room. The colors of everything 
were dull, though rubbing his eyes with the back of his hands did help, a little. 

Breylorn had already retired. Janus felt him sleeping. It was just him and Drey in the 
main room. 

Drey hadn’t moved from the window. Despite the fact that Janus felt as weak as a lamb, 
he straightened his posture. “You. With me.” 

“Where’s Champlain?” Drey’s voice broke. 


“Dead,” Janus said. “I am sorry.” 
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“You killed him?” 

Janus nodded. 

“And you took his place.” 

“He wanted you to be with me.” 


Drey’s lip pulled back. His fangs were out. Janus walked towards him and was surprised 
when it was in a straight line. “Put those away,” Janus said. 


“Make me,” Drey growled. 


Janus slapped him across the face. Drey growled again, louder this time, and Janus 
raised his hand again. He was stronger now, or at least the ground had stopped swaying, but 
if Drey challenged him flat out right now, he wouldn’t be able to stand. 


And Drey knew it, too. “That what he did to you,” he begun, and sniffed Janus, 
obviously. “It made you weak.” 


“For now,” Janus acknowledged. 
Drey nodded. “Then we will have words on this, later.” 


Janus remained upright for another few seconds, then sagged on his feet. “I would 
appreciate that.” 


“Would you be returning to your dwelling, master?” Drey asked. He left the title ironic 
and still sounded earnest. 


Janus nodded. Drey took him by the arm and helped him down to the car. 


Lore was alone in the glassed-in sunroom when Seraph got up. He looked deep in 
meditation. For most, it would have been a calming state, but Lore was grinding his teeth. 
The sound set Seraph’s own teeth on edge. 

Lore stood up, so abruptly Seraph fell back. “Did you get what you wanted, master?” 

Lore’s lip curled. “The lines are shifting. There’s almost nothing there for me to shift,” 
he said, and snarled. 

“What do you want me to do?” Seraph asked. He made his voice sound earnest. 

“I have to go out. Feed our Joe.” 

“Yes, master,” Seraph said. Lore stalked out of the house, and the moment the door 
slammed behind him the house felt emptier and there was a sense of relief. He got up and 
put a bag of blood in the microwave for Joe. 

The basement had a sub-basement, and it was off there that the wine cellar was 
located. The air was cold and damp, and it carried with it the smell of Joe’s fear. When 
Seraph pushed the second door open, Joe woke up and bolted from the door. 

“It’s just me,” Seraph called, but then wondered why he would assume he’d be any less 
terrifying than Lore would be. But he was. Joe came out from the shadows of the cage. 
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He stared at the blood bag in Seraph’s hand, obviously hungry, but he didn’t approach 
the bars. And Seraph didn’t feel like making him beg for it. He held it out between the bars. 
Joe stared at it, then back to Seraph nervously. Seraph held it out, wanting Joe to at least 
come and get it from his hand. 


Joe refused, shaking his head. 


Seraph tossed it gently at Joe’s feet. “Throw that back and I swear it will be the last I 
ever bring you.” 


Joe snatched it from the ground, sunk his teeth into it and sucked out the blood. Seraph 
wondered what he’d done to become so hungry. He’d smelled full the night before. Seraph 
sat down by the door to the cage and rested his back against one of the bars. “Did you have a 
good night?” 

Joe glared at him. Seraph held out his hands. 

“Just asking.” 


Joe threw the empty bag away, but missed Seraph by several feet. For a long while he 
remained at the far side of the cage. Seraph knew he should get up and go feed. He’d been 
fed on the night before and he’d been hungry then, but the hunger pains were welcome. 

Eventually, Joe left the safety of the back of the bars and crawled to him. They still 
didn’t touch, but being seven or so feet away was better than being all alone in the house. 

“Here’s where I’m supposed to tell you he’s really not all that bad,” Seraph said. The 
truth was, Lore really was that bad, and he knew it. He was still with him, though, and that 
made Seraph stupid as well as weak. 

Joe looked at him as though he understood the subtle nuances. He climbed onto his 
knees and crawled to the door. He rattled the door, once, and sat back on his heels. 

“I can’t let you out,” Seraph said. He couldn’t. He didn’t have the key. 

Joe thought long and hard. It was obvious on his face. He opened and closed his mouth 
for several attempts, then whispered, “Please.” 

“I wish I could,” Seraph said, and surprised himself when he honestly meant it. 

Joe dejectedly crawled back into his corner and hugged his knees. Seraph stayed down 
with him, but Joe didn’t try to speak with him again. The room wasn’t as cold as it had been 
though, and from the dark shadow where Joe was, Seraph swore he saw a flash of red with 
him. 

Lore returned. The house shuddered, and not just because of the door slamming. Joe 
whimpered, drawing even his feet into the shadow. Something boomed, like a distant 
cannon, but underground. 


It was looking for Joe. 
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Whatever it was, Lore was offering Joe up to it. The rusty cave might not have been a 
silver platter, but it would suffice. Seraph jumped to his feet, but then remained very still as 
whatever the thing was passed under his feet. 


When it did, all Seraph saw was gray. It stole the dim light, the shapes of the room, 
everything, like he was in an ashy snowstorm. It wasn’t looking for him and yet still he was 
afraid to move in case it heard him. Seraph held onto the bars and waited until the beast 
shifted away from them. 
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When Janus woke, he woke with Lyall wrapped around him in their bed. It was mid- 
afternoon, although it felt much later to him. Lyall wasn’t asleep, but staring at him where 
he lay. 


“You smell different,” Lyall said. 
Janus groaned and rolled over onto his belly. “I became an elder last night.” 


Lyall was silent. Janus waited for him to say something, and when he didn’t, he turned 
around and looked at him. “What, no smart remarks?” 


“I was waiting for the punch line,” Lyall said. 
“No punch line. I became an elder last night.” 
“And the lug on the couch?” 


“He followed me home?” Janus asked, and then pushed his head into the pillow. “And 
he became my lieutenant.” 


“Your who what now?” 

“My lieutenant,” Janus said. “It wasn’t my choice. I had to take him.” 

“He’s not...” Lyall didn’t finish. “You're not --” 

“No!” Janus said, forcefully. “He hates me. I must say, I’m not too fond of him myself.” 
“But you'll still fuck.” 

“Most probably. Initially. Yes.” 

Lyall sat back. “And I bet you can’t even promise me it will be meaningless.” 


“I can’t promise you it will be meaningless,” Janus said, then touched Lyall’s knee. “But 
I love you. That’s not going to change.” 


Lyall put his hand on the small of Janus’s back. Janus shifted, but the hand stayed put. 
“Spread em,” Lyall ordered. 
“I beg your pardon?” Janus asked. 


Lyall slapped him lightly with an open palm. It was more a startling sound than any 
actual pain. “I do think you heard me.” 
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“Oh, I heard you.” Janus was about to get off the bed when Lyall slid over him and 
jacked Janus’s legs apart with a flick and a shift of his lower body. 


“Are you going to let me do this?” Lyall demanded. He worked his fingers on the 
sensitive area behind Janus’s testicles, being both teasing and gentle. 


“Uh, that’s going to be a negative,” Janus said, shifting his hips up, and then shuddered 
when Lyall brought the cold lube to his hot skin. “Lots of things to do,” Janus said, more 
weakly this time. Lyall slid a finger inside him, probing carefully. Janus sighed. “Very busy.” 

The oil warmed quickly, and Lyall’s finger slid all the way inside him. It burned, but 
only for a second. Lyall withdrew again, maddeningly, gathered more oil, then slipped back 
with two fingers. 

Janus bit the pillow. “Stop that,” Lyall hissed. “I want to hear you.” 

“You are not going to be hanging out with Hanz any more.” 

Lyall snorted. His fingers slid in and out of Janus, rubbing away the last of the tension. 

“Can I fuck you now?” 

Janus was sure Lyall was going for dark and sultry, but there was a tad too much eager 
puppy in it to truly be what he was after. 

Janus reached behind him and pulled Lyall’s hips to him. Lyall fumbled, for a second, 
and then he was inside. 

Janus groaned again. Lyall’s thrusts were hard, harder than Janus liked at first, so he 
grabbed onto Lyall’s thigh. It brought Lyall up short, and Janus showed him the pace he 
wanted. Long and slow. Lyall figured it out and adjusted his pace. 

His fingers were still slick with lube and warm. Lyall found Janus’s cock, and Janus 
didn’t have to tell him to match the strokes there, too. 

Lyall pinned him to the mattress. The sex became more frantic, but Janus was ready for 
it, craving it, actually. Lyall bit into Janus’s shoulder and Janus came. 

Lyall managed a few more seconds and then collapsed over him. The sweat on their 
skin made the contact slick, and Janus lay back just for the moment to bask. 

“Better?” he asked, finally. 

Lyall was still a bit aftershocky from the orgasm. Janus felt it as much as he felt his own 
body trying to regulate itself back to conserve its energy. Still, Lyall managed to both 
harrumph and turn over on his side. Janus kissed the exposed shoulder and went off to have 
a shower. 

When he came out again, Drey was awake and sitting up on the couch, watching him. 
Janus supposed he could have released Drey the night before, but he did need that ride 
home. Drey stared at him, coldly like something that had crawled from the sewer, and it was 
starting to bother him. 
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“Knock that off. You will respect me in my own home. You don’t need to stay here, but 
when I need you, you will come.” 


Drey stared past Janus’s shoulder. “You already have a pet.” His voice was cold. 
“I do. His name is Lyall. You'll meet him when I want you to.” 
“You were just a lieutenant,” Drey snapped. 


“I was. I also played a mean pianoforte. Is there anything else about my past you'd like 
to have cleared?” 


“It should have gone to me.” 


“No arguments. In fact, that’s what I said. Except for the fact that it didn’t go to you, it 
went to me.” 


“You don’t deserve it.” 


“Really?” Janus felt the beginnings of energy being pulled. It made the hair on the back 
of his neck rise. But the energy to be used against him was coming from him, and no matter 
how hard Drey pulled, Janus didn’t let him take it. 


“What are you doing?’ Janus demanded. His anger touched a new place inside him. It 
was like dipping his fingers into ice water but having it feel more brisk than painful. 


The failed pull snapped with the sound of breaking crystal, and Drey fell down to his 
knees. 


“Did you want to continue this?” Janus asked. Drey glared at him. Janus took that as a 
‘yes’, then promptly sent him off to fetch coffee. 


Lyall stood by the door. “You're deliberately pushing him.” He smelled of shampoo and 
sex still. 


“Yes,” Janus said. “I am.” 


The phone rang. The actual phone. Janus had only ever really used his cell phone. It 
was Breylorn calling. Janus stared down at the last of the warded phones he’d carried with 
him for as long as phones could be carried. Breylorn was no longer his master. 


“We need you,” Breylorn said. 

“Yes, sir,” Janus said, but the word no longer felt right in his mouth. “Breylorn.” 
There was a pause on the other line. “Bring Drey.” 

“Yes.” The word felt naked. Janus left it like that. 

Another pause. “Good.” 

Breylorn hung up without saying goodbye. 


There was no real source of light in the wine cellar, but the light escaping from the 
bottom of the door gave Seraph enough of the grayness to see. How Joe had found a shadow 
to hide in, in a room with no light was beyond Seraph. Joe almost seemed protected in it. 
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Seraph had called down from the top of the flight, to tell Joe it was just him coming 
down, but Joe hadn’t come forward. Seraph felt a moment of disappointment. He walked past 
the door to the cage, following his nose to find the faint smell of alcohol that hadn’t 
completely turned to vinegar. Turning his back to the cage made the skin on the back of his 
bare neck prickle. Something was watching him from the cell, and it didn’t feel like it was 
Joe. 


He refused to turn around. Most of the bottles in the racks had either broken or gone 
sour, but Seraph found a bottle that hadn’t corked. He pulled it out and sniffed it. The label 
was gone, lost to years of filth and neglect, but he hardly was in a position to care. 


Nor did he have a bottle opener. Not that he let that stop him. His fang would do. He 
bit down into the cork, hating the way the dryness gave way to his tooth, and then twisted. 


He was very lucky the cork gave before his tooth did. It would have cost him his fang if 
it had been even slightly tighter. At the moment, though, it had seemed like a fair enough 
trade. He brought the bottle back to the cage and sat down, resting against one of the bars. 


Joe still hadn’t moved, though the shadows had shifted somewhat. 


Seraph remembered the blood pack. It was warm from being so close to his body, and 
rather than make Joe come out, he threw it into the shadow. “Drink up,” he said, and lifted 
the bottle in Joe’s general direction. 


“Drink up,” Joe mimicked, in Seraph’s voice. Joe bit down into the blood pack, and the 
smell of the blood chemically held in stasis filled the room. 


Seraph’s stomach growled so he tipped the bottle back. The wine, rich and mellow 
despite the rawness to the tannins, was not what he wanted. Seraph swallowed it down 
anyhow. 

Joe crawled to the door cautiously. He held the open blood bag to his chest. For a 
moment he observed Seraph guardedly, then sat down next to him. After another long pause, 
he held out the blood to Seraph. 

Seraph surprised himself by taking it. The blood acted like a carrier system for the 
wine, and Seraph relaxed against the bars. “Good,” he said, and gave it back. 

“Good.” 

Seraph passed him the bottle. Joe drank from it, taking a good long pull, and then 
passed it back. Seraph celebrated this milestone in their relationship by tipping the bottle 
back and finishing half of what was left. 

“He’s not a good man,” Joe said, his voice a low growl. It was his own voice; everything 
else Joe had said had Seraph’s own Bostonian accent. 

“Yow re preaching to the choir.” 

Joe’s silence gave off the confusion he was obviously feeling. Seraph tried again. “I 
know,” he clarified. “Believe me, I know.” 
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Joe looked over to the dark corner. He nodded, twice, and then turned back to Seraph. 
“Then why stay?” 


Seraph knew he should be more surprised that Joe was not only talking, he was also a 
budding Ann Landers, but he wasn’t surprised. Not really. Wine made everything better. He 
took another swallow. “It’s complicated.” 


Joe shook his head, not to Seraph, but to the shadow. There was never any color with 
poor light; everything was the same shade of gray but in varying degrees of brightness. But 
Seraph caught another glimpse of red. 


“She says it’s always complicated,” Joe said. 


Seraph pulled himself up. The bottle was now mostly empty, and he drained it before 
letting it tumble from his fingers. The alcohol burned the back of his throat. “What do you 
know?” he said, more hoarse than he intended. “You're locked in a cage and you weren't 
even speaking a day ago.” 

Joe was silent, obviously waiting for Seraph’s rage to pass. 


Seraph felt his face go red, and not just because of the wine. He was being unrealistic, 
and he knew he should apologize. But hed never apologized for anything before, and he 
certainly wasn’t going to start now. Joe just looked at him, sadly. 


Seraph stomped up the stairs. 


Lore was in the back room, kneeling where the bloodstain had been. Seraph saw it as 
clearly as he saw the creases on Lore’s pants. 


Lore didn’t stop chanting. He began to fade, or at least go gray, and if Seraph wasn’t 
already sure that Lore could turn into a wolf, use ward magic and compel, it would have 
been alarming. He’d known the first time he’d seen Lore that Lore was the strongest vampire 
he’d ever seen. It had been electrical, and only right that Seraph was by his side. Lore had 
known it too. It had felt like an electrical charge. 


The connection between them was still there, though Lore had weakened considerably 
since starting his war, but it sickened Seraph. Nothing felt right any more. He opened his 
mouth to tell Lore how much the whole bloody thing sucked. 


Lore finally noticed he was there. “I told you to never disturb me,” Lore snarled. He 
was almost bestial, and his mouth had more teeth in it than it should. Seraph didn’t care. He 
wanted to be fucked. That usually brought the oblivion, and he could do with not having to 
think again for a few years. 


Lore stalked him. Seraph watched him, not making eye contact. The sharp canines in 
his mouth were becoming more human, and they disappeared entirely when Seraph exposed 
his throat to them. 


Lore didn’t need to be asked twice. Seraph found himself thrown to the bed, his clothes 
being torn off his body. He had enough time to unbutton his jeans and zipper before they 
were ripped off him, shaking his body like a rag doll in the process. 
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The power Seraph felt when Lore covered him, pulling at his body until Lore’s cock 
was all the way inside him was familiar. It was only at times like this that Seraph felt 
powerful, and he reveled in it. 


Lore’s thrust was impossible to control. Seraph reached beneath him, wrapping his 
fingers around his dick and let Lore’s pace fuck his hand. This was good. This was great. The 
abyss he’d spent so many years in, being used as nothing but a toy for Gabriel, stretched 
open. He’d give himself over to it, and his brain could rest. 


He was so close. He was drowning. The blood lust and the wine mixed in his veins 
until he was so close to the abyss all he had to do was step over the edge, but even as he tried 
to let go, Lore was coming over him. 


And so was he. The blackness slipped out from under him, retreating faster than he 
could catch it. He was alone, sweat-slicked, and still as full of himself as he’d ever been. 


“Fuck,” he croaked. 


Lore stopped licking his neck, only for a moment. Seraph pushed him off, angrily, and 
went to sleep in the hall. 


k k k k k 


The shadows began to form around Joe. He felt them smelling for him, and the more 
aware he’d become, the less he could hide from them. Sheer panic filled him, and as much as 
he knew he had to keep perfectly still, he couldn’t do it any more. The shadows stung at his 
legs, trying to pull him down through the floor. If he went down with them he’d never come 
up again. 

Deborah appeared behind him and she wrapped her arms around him. “Come with 
me,” she whispered. “Let them go and come with me.” 


He wanted to tell her he couldn't, that if he even so much as breathed, they’d find him 
and take him, but her hand was cool on his brow. “Don’t think. Just slip away. It doesn’t take 
much effort at all. Slip away, Joe. Just slip away.” 


Joe didn’t even have to close his eyes. One moment the stinging of his legs was a 
second away from screaming, the next he was in the cage with Deborah, and they were 
alone. Only this wine cellar had electric lights hanging on bare wires and most of the shelves 
were full of gleaming, well-tended bottles. Music was coming from upstairs, carried through 
the stone of the walls, and the colors were all shades of brown. 

Deborah stood and walked to the door of the cage. The dirt floor had a worn path 
around the inside of the walls, and he wondered how many hours she’d spent pacing. 

“Years,” Deborah said. She looked down at her hands, but her dress was now a deep 
brown, and the room around him was painted in the same tones. It looked like something 
that should have been familiar to Joe, but he couldn’t quite think of the word. 
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“Photograph,” Deborah said. “It reminds you of a photograph. It’s easier for me to come 
here when that is all I think of it as being.” 


Joe stood up. Giving comfort was not something he was accustomed to, but he put his 
arms around her as she had to him, and that felt good. Right. Skin on skin contact made 
everything better. 


The cellar door opened. Something brushed past Joe’s sleeve, and it chilled him as it 
touched him. Something red moved to the gate. He couldn’t see it when he looked straight at 
it, but when he looked away he saw how filthy Deborah’s skin had been. Her silk dress was 
shredded and torn, and her beautiful hair was matted into knots. 


He looked back to where she stood with him. Her dress was again beautiful and smooth 
against her glowing skin, and her hair was done in perfect curls. Her lips, red enough to 
match her dress, were pressed tightly against each other, and the fury in her eyes was a cold, 
dead thing. 


A man came into the wine cellar, whistling a poor rendition of the song that was 
playing upstairs. Joe heard it, but again, it was as distant as though it had been carried on the 
rocks as well. Deborah’s cries, this Deborah, was begging and pleading to let go, and Joe 
remembered begging. 


It made him sad that words could be used so ineffectually. Deborah’s husband, if that’s 
who the man was, only glanced to Deborah out of annoyance, once. He picked the wine he 
was looking for, and went back upstairs. 


“How much longer were you here?” he asked, voice strangled in his throat. 


“He had more gray hair and a pot belly,” she said. “The current mistress had left him, 
her replacement too, I think. He was scraping the bottom of the barrel at the end.” 


When her husband left, he slammed the door behind him. That part of the picture 
seemed rubbed out, and replaced by the beginnings of shadows. They’d find him here 
eventually. “I don’t want to be here any more.” 


“Neither do I.” She took his hands, her fingers now icy. “This slip is even easier, Joe. 
Just close your eyes and think of nothing.” 


He did. The cold and dark came for him, but this wasn’t angry or hungry. It wasn’t 
anything but dark and cold, and it was welcome. 


Deborah brought him back, not so much with a touch or a word, but with the feeling 
that the shadows were gone. Joe didn’t want to open his eyes. He didn’t want to disturb the 
last of the fleeting calm he’d been surrounded in, but he supposed he had no choice. Calling 
them back wouldn’t have worked, so he opened his eyes in the bleakness of the darkened 
room. 


Not a lot had changed, now that he knew what it had looked like. The path around the 
edge of the cave was now very obvious, as well as the broken light sockets hanging from 
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decaying wires. The dust was new, the shelves untouched, and he could still feel that 
pathetic woman flitting about from wall to wall, begging to be let out. 


Deborah touched his forehead. “She’s still here. The walls have trapped that version of 
me. Sandstone remembers.” 


“And you?” Joe asked. 


Deborah looked down sadly at the center of the cage. “I’m here for a completely 
different reason,” she said, and he felt her grave in the middle. She hadn’t died here, but 
she'd been buried. 


“They’re coming,” Deborah said. “Or the younger one, at least.” 


“You don’t like him,” Joe said. He looked at her, and she looked grayer than she ever 
had. Tired, too. Moving him to the safe place took more out of her than he thought. When 
she touched his hand, it was barely cold at all. 


“He’s no better,” she said, and then sighed, sadly. He wished she could stay. The words 
and thoughts came so much easier to him when she was with him, but she had to rest. He 
watched as the last bit of color in his world faded away. 


Seraph came down the stairs. He smelled of sex, but not of joy. It was an odd 
combination. Joe had always associated one with the other. 


“The hall was uncomfortable,” Seraph said. 


Joe came out of his shadow. Something had stopped the shadows from forming 
completely, and Joe smelled that on Seraph, too. The sex had stopped it. He liked Seraph. He 
knew he liked Seraph, but he couldn’t understand why Seraph would still keep him locked 
up in a cage. 

“Why?” he finally asked. 


“Well, it was a bare wooden floor, Joe,” Seraph said, and then really looked at him. 
“Oh. You mean why the cage?” 


Joe nodded. 
“T don’t know.” 


Joe didn’t believe him, not really, but he reached through the bars and touched 
Seraph’s knee. He wanted out. 


“I know you do,” Seraph said. “And what, you're finished talking with me?” 


Joe opened his mouth, but it was difficult. Without Deborah, it was difficult to force 
his thoughts into concrete words. He exhaled, just like Seraph did. 


Seraph nodded, understanding dawning slowly. “Without her, you can’t speak.” 
That wasn’t exactly it, either. He could but it took more strength than he could give. 
“But not exactly,” Seraph finished. 

“Yes.” The word came out with great relief. 


“T still can’t let you out,” Seraph said, voice thick with regret. “He’d kill us both.” 
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Joe didn’t mind the thought of death. If it was anything like the place Deborah had just 
taken him, he knew there was nothing to fear. But Seraph did fear it. Joe touched Seraph’s 
cheek. 

“Not everything deserves pity,” Seraph said. The loathing in his voice was also 
something new to Joe. Self-hating seemed like such a waste of energy. He pulled Seraph to 
him, hoping the skin on skin contact would work as well. 

The shadows were winning. No one had to tell Joe that. They were getting stronger, 
and eventually they’d find him. But that was an eventual threat, and Joe wasn’t in any 
danger now. Seraph obviously didn’t know there was no surface that was too uncomfortable 
when there were two, and it took a moment for them to adjust their arms and legs between 
the bars. It seemed as though Seraph had forgotten how to relax, but Joe held him to him 
until he stopped fighting his body from tensing up. 

They slept like that until evening. 


k k k k k 


Janus put the call in for Miller, his driver. Drey looked over at Lyall, and then 
immediately dismissed him. “Are you feeling better, sir? Well rested?” 

Janus nodded. Lyall moved up, but Janus motioned him back. “This isn’t going to take 
long.” 

That made Drey angry. Janus felt it in his belly. Drey didn’t know that he was pulling 
his energy now from Janus. Drey still thought himself in control of himself. 


The first punch was a clumsy affair. Even Lyall could have stopped it. Janus grabbed his 
fist and held it until Drey stopped fighting. Janus released him. 


Drey came after him with a roundhouse, with the second punch at least trying to push 
through time. Janus grabbed him by the arm, spun him around, and lashed at his knee. Drey 
fell, and Janus held him down. 


“You are not going to win,” Janus said. 


Drey snarled. Janus let him. Drey got off his knees and charged him, but Janus tripped 
him. Drey stumbled, falling to his knees again. Janus held his head inches from his groin. “So, 
this is how you want it.” 


“You have no idea,” Janus said. “Are you done?” 

“If I say yes, are you going to fuck me?” 

Janus smacked him upside the head. “Not like this. Never like this.” 

Drey’s mouth twitched. Lyall shook his head. “He acts like it’s the worst thing in the 
world.” 

Janus took Lyall’s arm. “Now’s not the time,” he said. The phone rang. The car was 
ready. 
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“Why don’t you stay here?” 

Lyall nodded. Drey climbed to his feet and together they went downstairs where Miller 
waited and opened the door for them. “You’re more than welcome to sit back with me or up 
front with Miller.” 


Drey got in with Miller. 


Breylorn met him at the door. “I’m on the way out,” he said. Janus looked at him, and 
tried to understand what was different. Janus realized it was him. Breylorn looked older 
without him attached. The bond was still there, but it was lessened. 


“Where to?” 


“Out,” Breylorn said, and closed the door. Janus hesitated, wanting to go after him, but 
Vision called to him from the dining room, so Janus went to him instead. Janus hadn’t much 
thought of Vision’s and Breylorn’s relationship, but it had seemed to strengthen over the past 
few months. For the first time in centuries, Janus was no longer the most important person 
in Breylorn’s life. Vision had taken over that role, and it looked comfortable on him. 


“What are those?” Janus asked, coming into the dining room. Behind Vision, dusty, 
official-looking boxes were stacked on the table. 


Vision looked behind him. “Boxes. Perhaps you’ve heard of them.” 

“You think you’re funny,” Janus said, but it didn’t shift away the growing discomfort 
he was now feeling. “What are in the boxes, smart ass?” 

“Champlain’s life,” Vision said. He cut open one of the boxes with his thumbnail, and 
the papers didn’t look as though there was any discernable order to them. “Breylorn asked 
that I help you sort through them.” 

Janus took a step back, not needing Lyall to tell him where the closest exit was. 

“Stop it,” Vision said. 

“Stop what?” Janus demanded, more defensive than he meant to be. 

“This has to get done. It’s boring as all hell, but that’s what being an elder is. You have 
to take care of you and yours, so grow up and bite the bullet already.” Vision tipped the box 
over, and the papers flitted down in a pile that seemed three times the size of the box it came 
from. 

“It’s not as though I’ve spent my time running and screaming from responsibility,” 
Janus said, but still didn’t step closer to the box. 

“Of course not,” Vision said, salaciousness dripping from his fangs. “The screaming 
would have given away your position.” 

Janus glared at him. Vision glared back, and for a moment it was like they were both 
lieutenants to their respected elders. “You are going to be stepping into the conclave with 
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every single member thinking you’re nothing but Breylorn’s bitch. Do you want them to 
know they were right?” 

“I am Breylorn’s bitch,” Janus said, being deliberately obtuse. The old Vision would 
have thrown his arms up and told him he could damn well deal with the shit himself. The 
new Vision only crooked an eyebrow. 

“You know I could just force you,” he said. The compulsion barely took any energy at 
all, and yet Janus felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. 

Janus took a step closer on his own volition. “Are you going to force me to enjoy it, 
too?” 

“I wouldn’t be that cruel.” 

Janus harrumphed. It took them most of the evening, but eventually they divided the 
boxes into tax shelters, real estate deeds, and stocks. The stocks themselves were divided into 
useless, mostly useless, and valuable, culminating in finding a sheaf of White Star Lines 
stocks. 

Janus eventually collapsed against the wall. “You’ve changed,” he said. 

“You haven't,” Vision shot back. 

“I don’t mean that as an insult.” 

“There are some advantages of becoming an elder,” Vision said, eventually. 

“Name two.” 

“The power,” Vision said. “You can tap so much more than you ever could leeching it 
from your elder.” 

“That’s one,” Janus allowed. “Name another.” 

“You wake up,” Vision said. “You’re aware of everything, and it means more.” 

Janus snorted. “That’s so vague it’s effectively meaningless.” 

Vision grabbed Janus by the shirt, pulled him to him, and kissed him. For a second, 
Janus was too surprised to feel anything, but then even with his eyes closed he could see 
Vision. The strength inside him wasn’t new; Janus had felt it growing in him since he’d 
become an elder, but this was the first time he could touch it. 

The rush went straight for his groin. He grabbed Vision’s wrists, holding them a touch 
tighter than he supposed was absolutely necessary, and used them to turn Vision around so 
that he was already half over the table. Vision shuddered, trapped under Janus, and didn’t 
fight as Janus held both Vision’s wrists over Vision’s head. 

“So now what?” Vision asked, turning his head to the side. Janus wasn’t fooling himself 
into thinking he was the only thing holding Vision down, but if he let go to adjust their 
clothing, the mood would be broken. Janus shifted so that his left hand held both of Vision’s, 
and then scratched out a quick ward on the back of Vision’s exposed wrist. 
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When Janus moved back, Vision stayed in place. Blood welled up through pin pricks. 
Vision licked at them, and shuddered. Janus yanked down Vision’s slacks. “Lube, front 
pocket,” Vision said. 


Janus found the tube, half full. “You are prepared.” 
“No, just opportunistic.” 


“And it’s already body temperature,” Janus said, appreciatively. He dropped his own 
jeans. Janus felt Vision fighting the ward holding him. Before, it would have taken effort to 
hold him still, but now his struggles only stroked the cool bit inside him. 


Janus spread Vision’s legs, drawing him as far back as he could. Vision growled, arching 
his back. He’d fucked Vision a dozen times, and it had always been good, but the moment he 
pushed inside he knew it was different. There was a connection he’d never felt. The cold spot 
warmed with each thrust inside. Vision was pushing back, never one to just be passively 
fucked, and that touched him, too. Vision’s nails scraped at the table, and the force of his 
fighting the bonds was wakening parts of him inside. “What are you --” he managed. 


Vision shook his head. “Don’t think.” 


It took more and more energy to hold Vision down, and each part expanded and filled 
him. The lines were filling him now, and he no longer had to pull the energy so much as just 
channel it. What had always been a trickle inside him, from Breylorn, apparently, was now a 
current. 


Janus pushed Vision further across the table, and climbed up right behind him. The air 
between them crackled. Where his fingers pressed into Vision’s hips, he could feel the blood 
vessels break and the bruises form. Vision had all but broken out of the wards holding him, 
but the binding keeping them together was red hot and alive. He couldn’t push faster or 
deeper into Vision’s yielding body, but still felt himself spinning downward into him. The 
astringent smell of semen filled the air; Vision had obviously come without even being 
touched, but it wasn’t quite time yet. He had to keep going, keep pushing, until the final bit 
of himself was full of...what, he didn’t know, but he was so near bursting it was like trying 
to hold onto a live wire. 


And then he was bursting, and he couldn’t stop himself. He choked, crying out, and 
Vision reached behind him and held him to him as Janus came. His body went weak; his 
head became too heavy. Vision slipped out from under him, and nothing held him to the 
table. Janus made it to a chair before his legs failed him entirely. 

It wasn’t as though he slept, but when he came back to himself, Vision was fully 
dressed again and sorting through the last box of papers. “Is that less vague, or are you 
needing a Venn diagram?” he asked mildly. 

“Less vague.” Janus put his head down again. Even with his eyes closed, he could still 
feel everything. 
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“The overwhelming part will pass,” Vision said, not looking at him. “Eventually you'll 
start to wonder how you ever lived without it.” 


“T doubt that,” Janus said. 
“T don’t.” 


k k k k k 


Joe was alone in the cage. Seraph was upstairs asleep. Lore, who stank of the shadows 
that hunted Joe, was out of the house. Lore needed more time to recuperate because he slept 
so far from the dirt. Joe only needed half the day, and the rest of the time he waited. 


When the shadows began to roll, Joe didn’t think it was possible. Deborah appeared 
with him, stroking his hair as he crouched in the darkness. “Don’t move,” she said. 


He touched her cheek, and she held his hand. “The shadows are coming.” 
“I know,” she said. “Just keep still.” 


It was easy to keep still with his head on her breast. He was sad for her, but at least her 
pain was over. 


Then the shadows came, so close to the surface that small clods of dirt rolled away from 
where they moved. The cellar, if it were possible, grew even colder and the thin tendrils of 
gray rose from the ground. It wasn’t like smoke or mist; Joe did not fear those things, but 
where the gray formed, it erased what was behind it. 


And it was hungry. That emotion Joe knew well and feared it worse than fear or anger. 
At least those, he knew, could be sated. 


The shadows gathered, and from the gray nothingness came the shape of a human. But 
not a human. It still remembered the taste of blood. 


“You are in here,” the shadow said. Its voice hurt Joe’s head. It was one voice and a 
hundred thousand, both at the same time. “We can feel you. We can...taste you. Why do 
you fight us?” 

Joe didn’t answer. Out loud, at least. He didn’t want to become one of the collective. 
The thought pounded through his head like a heartbeat, and he was surprised he 
remembered what a heartbeat felt like. 7m me, he thought. He didn’t want to be a part of 
anything else. 


The hunger hadn’t grown any weaker, but anger now tinged it. Still, manifesting itself 
took more energy than it could spare, and it was slowly fading away. Soon, it was only Joe 
and Deborah alone in the room. 

And then it was just him. But he now had more words buzzing about in his head, and 
he couldn’t wait for the other, for Seraph, to join him to share in them. 


k k k k k 
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Vision was quiet on the ride to Breylorn’s. He didn’t like to be summoned, Hanz knew, 
but being Breylorn’s de-facto second sat well with him. Hanz sat back further on his side and 
crossed his arms. He wasn’t needed, and that hurt. 


When they arrived, Vision got out, but Hanz changed his mind and stayed in the car. 
Vision looked at him, annoyance clear on his face, but Hanz shook his head. 


Vision slammed the door hard enough to shake the car. 


Hanz shook his head, then rested it on the back of his seat. When the overhead light 
came on, Hanz thought for the briefest second that it was Vision, returning to apologize, but 
then Seraph was sitting across from him, the door in comparison moving in slow motion as it 
slammed shut for the second time. The rocking began again, but more like swells on a boat 
rather than anything on land. 


Then time returned to the speed it should have been. “Fat chance,” Hanz said, under 
his breath. Vision wasn’t one to apologize, and rationally, he really had nothing to be sorry 
for. 


Seraph smirked. With him in the car, Hanz was suddenly hot under the collar and his 
tie was choking him. Seraph leaned back in his own seat, hands dangerously close to his 
groin. Hanz licked his lips, suddenly starving. 


“You shouldn’t be here.” Hanz choked the words out, though they caught in his throat. 
Seraph nodded. “You're probably right.” 


Hanz was nodding too, in time with Seraph. He couldn’t look away from Seraph 
moving his hand across his hip, to his groin, where his cock was already straining to get out 
of the tight jeans he wore. 


It shouldn’t have been a shock, but it felt to Hanz as though he was holding onto a live 
wire, and he liked it. A detached part of his brain watched him move across the open area. 
Seraph didn’t fight being pulled down to his knees on the carpet, but he didn’t stop his 
infernal smirk. 


Vision wouldn't forgive this. Still, Hanz spat in his hand, the spittle hot on his palm but 
cold on his cock. Hanz forced Seraph’s face into the seat, just to get away from his smile in 
the moment of entry, but with his cock so far up in Seraph’s ass, Hanz felt Seraph’s chuckle 
as much as he heard it. 


Seraph’s waist was so fine Hanz’s hand looked huge on it. He dug his nails hard into the 
hollow behind Seraph’s pelvic bone, harder than he should have, but that didn’t deter Seraph 
at all. 


“Go on,” Seraph urged. He’d been whispering it under his breath this whole time, Hanz 
realized, and the sudden pain made it louder. Now that he could hear it, it was all Hanz 
could hear. The more Seraph whispered it, the less satisfying the fuck was. It had to be 
harder and faster. His strokes had to be longer. Hanz had to see and feel Seraph shudder 
under him. He felt drunk, starved, and parched all at the same time. 
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Then he was coming, and even then he was still trying to ride Seraph harder. The 
moment the pleasure started he felt as though he needed more. 


If he wasn’t so weak. 


Seraph pushed Hanz off him. Hanz tried to grab him, to force him back to his cock, but 
Seraph easily slipped away from his feeble attempts. 


Seraph’s smirk was gone. He’d also stopped his whispering, which eased the ache at the 
base of Hanz’s skull. Seraph grabbed Hanz by the shoulder, his hands surprisingly strong. His 
jeans were still down by his thighs. There wasn’t enough room for him to stand over Hanz, 
though Hanz knew that was the intention. Seraph slapped Hanz, lightly across the face, then 
used the same hand to pull up Hanz’s shirt. 


The insult barely registered, and it had the same level of academic interest Hanz had 
for the fact that Seraph was fisting his cock so hard Hanz didn’t think it could have been at 
all pleasurable. The fierce look of concentration turned Seraph’s usually pretty face into 
something more hawk-like, and when he came, his face was locked in a grimace. 


Hot semen splashed on Hanz’s belly, the smell of it an affront. Hanz tried to push 
Seraph off, but Seraph remained where he was until he finished, then sucked on his fingers, 
inches away from Hanz’s face. 


“Get out,” Hanz said. The attraction cooled like the pool on his stomach. He wiped it 
off with his shirt in disgust, and by the time he was ready to force Seraph out of the back, the 
door was slamming shut in slow motion again. 


Hanz collapsed bonelessly against the back seat. There was no way he could possibly 
cover the scent of the hard sex that now permeated the entire limo. 


So he didn’t even try. 


Hanz came home by taxi, and scrubbed his skin until it turned pink. Sparks crossed his 
body; the last of the blood in his system was being used to heal all the minor abrasions he’d 
caused himself. The hunger knotted his belly, but he let himself suffer through it. 


The door didn’t slam. Hanz had expected it to. Instead of stomping up the stairs, 
Vision’s tread was quite deliberate. Hanz put down the book he’d been pretending to read in 
bed, and waited for the bedroom door to open. 


At least, he hoped it would open. The idea of Vision being so angry he’d spend the 
night in Strickland’s old bedroom was too horrible to dwell on. Should the door open at the 
head of the stairs, Hanz might as well pack up and leave while the night was still dark. 

The spare room door remained closed. Vision’s footfalls hesitated, once, then Vision 
pushed open the door of the bedroom. 

There was no mistaking the smell of sex he was giving off, too. Janus, by the smell of it, 
although Vision had given as good as he’d taken. Hanz knew he was not in a position to 
judge, tonight of all nights, but a new stab of...he couldn’t even name the emotion. It wasn’t 
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jealousy -- that always left a sour taste in the back of his throat. This was deeper, more of an 
ache inside, like a dry tooth socket gone bad. 


Seraph had been meaningless. Unstoppable, unforgivable, but at its root it had just been 
meaningless, mindless sex. Janus and Vision? Hanz knew without having to ask that it had 
meant something important. 

Vision hadn’t stopped looking at him. He looked tired, bone-crushingly so, and if he 
would just open his mouth to speak they’d have a fight, and it would be over. Instead, he 
dropped his jacket where he stood and went into the bathroom. A moment later, the bath 
started to fill. 


Hanz got out of bed and picked up Vision’s jacket. He tried to brush out the wrinkles 
but then gave up, dumping it into the dry cleaning pile. Vision hadn’t just thrown it into the 
corner, he’d obviously stomped on it at some point during the evening. 

Hanz could guess at which point it was. 

The water taps snapped shut. 

The bathroom door wasn’t locked. Vision was under the water when Hanz entered. His 
eyes were closed, but he opened them as Hanz approached. 

For a moment, they stared at each other, and then Vision broke the surface of the 
water. “I could have told him to get out,” Hanz said. 

Vision laughed, or at least went through the soundless motion of the action. “No, you 
couldn’t have.” 

For some reason, that made Hanz slightly indignant. “I do have some self-control --” he 
began, but Vision silenced him with a cock of his eyebrow. 

“In my limo, Hanz. With the one person on this planet who has cut out my heart and 
served it to me.” 

“Right,” Hanz said. “Carry on with the dressing down.” 

Vision laughed again, this time making an actual sound though it came out as a harsh 
bark. “Is that an order?” 

“Do you want it to be?” Hanz forced his voice lighter than he meant to. 

Vision looked at him, and just how old he was suddenly struck Hanz with awe. How 
much he loved Vision crushed him from the inside, but when he opened his mouth to tell 
him, to make sure he knew that Vision was his life, the words failed him. He stood still and 
waited for the ball in his throat to deflate long enough for him to speak again. Vision was 
still looking at him. “The question is, do you need it to be a dressing down, Hanz?” 

Hanz opened his mouth, but then stared down at the sparkling white tiles. He 
swallowed, and was surprised to find that he could. “Yes, sir,” he whispered. 

“Seraph gets what he wants,” Vision said. “He always has. It’s his way. I’m beginning to 
think it’s his own very special talent.” 
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He stood up, and Hanz grabbed a towel for him. Vision threw it around his shoulder. 
“Tm not going to lie and tell you that it doesn’t hurt me. If it didn’t, I’m sure Seraph wouldn’t 
have bothered with you. And knowing that you hurt yourself when you hurt me compounds 
Seraph’s pleasure. So, if you want to continue your dalliances, knowing what the cost is to 
both of us, I’m not going to stop you.” 


“I understand, sir,” Hanz whispered. 


“Good.” For a moment, even clad in nothing but a towel with his normally golden hair 
flat to his skull, he’d never looked more fierce to Hanz. Then Vision relaxed, and the mask 
he wore with everyone but Hanz slipped, and he was just Vision, just tired. “Thank God. I 
was afraid this was going to have to end with me fucking you solidly to teach you a lesson, 
and frankly I’m too exhausted. Will you rub my shoulders and consider it done?” 


“Yes, sir,” Hanz said, relief pouring from him. 


Vision gave him a mock-disgusted look once they made it to the bed. “The least you 
could have done was walk funny, Hanz. I’m very disappointed in you.” 


k eK k k 


Lore knew the house was the key, and not only because it was on two major ley line 
intersections. The number of deaths that had taken place -- first when it was a fine house, 
and later when the decline of the house brought with it the decline of its residents -- also 
helped it draw the wild lines to it. 


Hed been working on the lines for years -- centuries, really -- trying to tear the 
existing lines from their moorings, but it had proved to be impossible. He’d tried all across 
the world, seeking out every major crossing of the lines where their kind gathered. What 
once had been completely fluid and open to whoever was strongest and could take it had 
been completely legislated away to bureaucracy and red tape. It was infuriating that the old 
lions, their manes so mangy that when they moved they set up pillars of dust, were still in 
control of the pride. 


And then, after he was driven from London for a failed takeover attempt, he disrupted 
the lines, taking them from the weakest member of their conclave. He’d taken the lines back, 
however briefly. It hadn’t been enough; the conclave had defended their own against him, 
and the lines had been forced back to where they should have been. In the struggle, he’d 
bled on the crux of two lines. And he’d felt the lines shift and pull free. Not far, and barely 
one line, but the lines had escaped and gone wild. 

He tried it again in San Francisco. He wasn’t too concerned about retaining control of 
the lines, but he’d tried for weeks to get the spot exactly right for him to bleed. He’d done it 
over weeks, before he’d taken control, and while the ground around him had turned salted 
and cold, the ley energy had escaped to the green hills surrounding the city. 


It had been a qualified success, but it was all just practice for New York. 
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The chanting purified the dirt; the elaborate patterns amplified his own blood. It wasn’t 
enough to free these lines under just the dirt; that would have given him a territory, perhaps 
two. He wanted it all, and the only way to do that was keep the lines meeting under the dirt 
basement of the house, open and attached to the rest of the arteries of power. New York’s 
lines were exsanguinating around him. 


Seraph let himself into the room. Lore didn’t move. When blood had failed to sustain 
him, he should have had lines to fill him. Denied that, he could feed off the talents of others. 
Seraph, however, had barely anything for him to take. It left him starving, all the time. 

“You reek of Vision’s boy,” Lore said. The day before it had seemed like he’d come so 
close. He felt the lines shifting. The wound was open, that much he knew, and the lines were 
bleeding freely. They were just not bleeding freely around the house, and if San Francisco 
was any indication, that wasn’t right. 

And it bothered him. 

“We had words,” Seraph said. “And by words, I mean anal sex. And by had, I mean 
had.” 

Lore glared at him. Seraph kept his face guileless. “So if you don’t need me, Id like to 
take a shower.” 

Lore knew he was supposed to demand Seraph kneel in front of him and blow him 
until he chapped Seraph’s lips, but while the desire was there, the flesh failed him. “Go,” he 
said. 

“Yes, master,” Seraph said. 

Lore was suddenly furious. There was no real reason, and it was completely irrational, 
but he snapped his fingers and Seraph stopped. “Master?” 

“Here. Now.” 

Seraph’s eyebrows knitted. “Yes, master,” he said, though he obviously didn’t want 
anything to do with him. 

Lore took out his knife. The circle he’d been preparing for the night needed blood to 
seal it. He saw no reason that it had to be his own. He took Seraph’s hand in his, turned it 
over to expose the tendons of Seraph’s wrist. He cut, not as deep as he wanted to, but deep 
enough that blood splattered the carving on the floor. 

This, at least, Lore did feel. The blood woke the pattern up, and the drain on this 
territory was obvious as it pulled the ley line’s strength. 

“What did you do?” Seraph demanded, and started to suck on the cut. 

“Think of it as a calling card,” Lore said. 

“To whom, exactly?” 


“The master of this territory we're on. I think it’s time we had a chat.” 
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Seraph hissed once the wound shut, and waved his hand around to displace the last of 
the sting. “Can I go or do you want to carve anything else off?” 


“You do not want me to answer that,” Lore said, but then waved him off. “Go. Pm sure 
your little friend downstairs has missed you.” 


Seraph shook his head, but wisely didn’t answer him. 


The calling card did not go unanswered. The next evening, a limo pulled up in front of 
the house. Lore watched at the window as the lieutenant came first out of the limousine. 
Disabling the alarm system took a push of a button, and he unlocked the front door with the 
same remote control. 


“Come in,” Lore whispered. “The both of you.” 


The walls shimmered with his invitation. Seraph was gone, to wherever Seraph went to 
these days, so Lore allowed himself to change right there in the hall. His clothes became part 
of his fur coat, his jaw elongated, and suddenly padding down the stairs as a great dog was as 
easy as sinking his teeth into willing flesh. 


The lieutenant pushed open the door. He put his hand through the door frame, 
obviously expecting to be denied access, but his hand passed through easily. “There’s no one 
here,” he called behind him, and then stepped into the hall and closed the door behind him. 


The need to drink blood had long since passed for Lore. His bloodlust, however, was 
still as strong as his teeth. The wolf transformation was the first gift he’d appropriated, back 
in the old country, and it was the one that had stayed with him when all the others had 
faded from his abilities. 

These jaws were so much stronger than his own. They broke through muscle, tendon, 
and bone, and the resistance was the best part of it. 

He left the lieutenant alive, head still attached -- if barely -- and changed back to 
human. He was waiting, legs crossed, on the staircase for the elder himself to enter the 
house. 

Lore stood up. The elder looked at him, confused for just a second, and then Lore had 
him up against the wall. Drinking from him gave him the old man’s strength, what little 
there was, and Lore let him bleed out in the carpet. He dragged the old man, his skin so pale 
and dry it was almost paper, upstairs and locked him into what had once been the master 
bedroom. He was weak, weakened even still from the bloodletting, but Lore needed him 
broken and starving for the ceremony. 

“Look at me,” Lore demanded. 

“I think not,” the elder snarled. 


Lore didn’t push it. He didn’t have to. He’d win, and they both knew it. The silence 
grew, and the elder bowed his head. 


Master of the Lines 3: Restitution 53 


It was victory enough. “I’m sure these quarters are not exactly to your liking, but they 
will have to do,” Lore said. 


“Why are you doing this?” the elder asked, softly. His anger gave him strength, but not 
nearly enough to fight back. 

“Because I can,” Lore said, stroking the old vampire’s cheek. “And because you can’t 
stop me. Do I need any more reason?” 

The vampire’s fists clenched helplessly, but he did nothing to stop Lore. 


k k k k k 


The door shut. Lyall looked up from his book. It wasn’t Janus; he knew that from the 
lack of panache in the shutting, which meant it had to be Drey. 


He sighed, still an automatic response, and waited for the drama. 


It didn’t take long. Drey sat down in the armchair, directly across from him. Before 
Drey, he and Janus had fucked over the chair. It had been good, then. 


“Where is he?” Drey demanded. The way he said Ae demonstrated quite plainly that he 
put Janus in a genus just below pond scum and people whose phones not only ring at the 
movies, they had the gall to actually answer them. 


“I don’t know,” Lyall said. “Don’t let the fact that I suck his cock confuse you. I’m not 
his secretary.” 


Drey’s top lip curled back, exposing his fangs. Lyall knew he was supposed to look 
away; Drey could easily snap his spinal cord, but this was his house, too, damn it. Being 
submissive to both his stepfather and his old master had only got him hurt worse. So instead, 
he kept his glare and waited. His own lip twitched, wanting to snarl back, but he knew that 
would be too much provocation. 

Drey looked away first. “Youre either very brave or very stupid,” he said, 
begrudgingly. 

“A bit of both, actually,” Lyall allowed. “And I don’t know where Janus is, but I expect 
he’s with Breylorn.” 

Drey sat back. The chair’s leather seemed to groan as he moved. “So, where did he find 
you?” 

“In an alley. ld just...” There didn’t seem to be a word in the English language to 
describe waking up the first time. “Td just come back. He found me outside his lair and 
brought me in.” 


“And Breylorn let him keep you?” 


Lyall shrugged. He didn’t remember much about those early days. He remembered 
being suspicious of Janus; he’d thought he’d known exactly what Janus was about. Of course, 
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he’d been mistaken about so many things. It had only taken a few days to trust Janus with his 
life. 


Drey was still looking at him. In truth, Lyall had no idea why Breylorn had okayed it. 
From what he’d seen in the past year, most elders treated their lieutenants with an odd 
combination of dependence and mistrust. Three elders had killed their lieutenants in that 
time, including Champlain. Breylorn was the exception, and of course his protégé, Vision. 
But Vision didn’t exactly have the most usual relationship with Hanz, either. 


“He just did,” Lyall said. “It’s not a bad thing. Janus isn’t like a lot of elders out there. 
Really, you’ve lucked out.” 


“I suppose I have,” Drey said, and then leaned forward. The leather, again, let out a 
moan, and suddenly Lyall felt threatened. “When Janus dies, you'll automatically fall to me. 
You know that, right?” 


Lyall jumped to his feet. “Get out.” 


The door opened with panache. Janus entered the room. He seemed to be moving 
differently, as though he were faster than the time he was in. That didn’t make any sense to 
Lyall, only it did. There was a fluidity to his movements that blurred the air around him. He 
nodded to Lyall, and must have seen his distress. “What happened?” 


“He...” Lyall started to use the word threaten, but then realized that Drey hadn’t 
threatened him at all. He flailed inside, trying to say something, but knew how pathetic it 
would sound if he told Janus that Drey had reminded him of how things usually were. 
“Nothing.” 

Janus only looked at him. Drey’s half-smirk didn’t change. 


Janus pointed at him. “Tm done for the night. You are back here just after sunset 
tomorrow.” 


“Sir --” Drey began, but Janus held up his hand. 
“I don’t want to hear it. Go.” 


“Yes, master.” The words were oil. Lyall wanted to wash his hands. Janus had the same 
look on his face. 

“I really hate that guy,” they both said together. Janus laughed. 

“Now, spill it. What did he say to you?” 

“I told you. Nothing. Nothing...bad. Nothing that he didn’t have the right to say.” 
“Lyall, enough already.” 
“He reminded me that when you die, I belong to him.” 
“Oh, he did?” 
“Janus --” Lyall began, then hesitated. “He’s right, though, isn’t he?” 
“Yowre not my official pet.” 


“I wasn't. But I am now, aren’t I? You're an elder now. I officially belong to you.” 
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Janus exhaled. “You officially belong to me.” 
“Which means I could officially belong to him.” 


Janus, reluctantly, nodded. He’d never lied to Lyall before, and Lyall for once would 
have been okay with a soothing white lie. Lyall felt the panic rise. He didn’t deal with it very 
well; it tended to skip right to his adrenal glands and make him angry. “Tve played that game 
for most...for all of my life, Janus. I’ve been someone’s bitch. I’m not going to do it again. I 
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swear to you, I won't. 


“Lyall --” Janus began, but then stopped. Instead, he grabbed Lyall’s shirt, and pulled 
him to him. The halo was still around Janus, and it should have been hot enough to burn, but 
Janus’s mouth on him was actually cool. Lyall found himself on his back in the bed, and 
didn’t understand. He’d been standing in the living room a second ago. Janus was over him. 
He stripped off Lyall’s jeans slowly, peeling them back inch by inch, and that was as 
maddening as not being able to tell Janus that they weren’t done their talk. The concerns he 
had, however, melted away when Janus put his hot hands on the insides of Lyall’s knees and 
slid them up his thighs. 


Janus moved off the bed, dropping down to his knees. Lyall opened his mouth to 
protest, but Janus moved his hands to Lyall’s hips. Lyall wanted to be fucked and fucked 
hard, but he found himself sliding back to the edge of the bed. 


And Janus’s hands were back between his thighs. It was all happening too fast. 
Whenever Janus pushed through time, Lyall felt it deep in his stomach, like moving too close 
to a powerful magnet. This was nothing like that. Still, he gasped when Janus spread his 
hands and suddenly Lyall was spread out and exposed for him. 


Lyall stopped worrying. It was Janus, and he trusted him. Not because he had to, but 
because he wanted to. He put his arms behind his head, and relaxed his stomach muscles. 
That was apparently what Janus was waiting for, because in the next instant Janus took his 
cock into his mouth. 


The sensation was overwhelming. Lyall arched his back, trying to drive further down 
Janus’s throat, but Janus pulled away. Lyall learned his lesson and relaxed. Janus moved back, 
licking Lyall’s cock from the base to the tip. 


The hardest part, for Lyall at least, was forcing his body not to tense. He couldn’t come 
without resistance in his body, but the moment he started to tremor, Janus stopped whatever 
he was doing. Janus sucked him until the brush of his lips was enough to make Lyall scream, 
and then he’d move down. His testicles were tight and hot, and Janus spent what seemed like 
hours nuzzling them. He rubbed his cheek against them, sucked one then the other in his 
mouth, and by the time his fingers began playing with Lyall’s perineum, Lyall thought he’d 
die. 


Would have almost preferred it, too. He didn’t have to breathe, but couldn’t stop 
himself from taking huge gasps of air. The head rush from all the oxygen made him almost 
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drunk, and he knew, knowing Janus, that all he had to say was finish it and Janus would, like 
him, come. 


Still, holding it back, letting it build and build, only made it better. The orgasm wasn’t 
denied so much as it was delayed. His entire body felt the slightest brush to his skin. And 
Janus knew it too. 


Janus moved his tongue down from his testicles, to the hypersensitive skin his fingers 
had been playing with for what seemed like the entire evening. His cock was both hot 
against his belly and cold from Janus’s spit, his stomach muscles were starting to cramp 
despite his best efforts, and Lyall couldn’t stop himself, even with another great gasp. His 
muscles contracted, bowing his back. His hands became fists, and the delightful tension in 
his arms was worth Janus breaking contact. 


He couldn't stop himself. The buildup, tart and metallic, was starting to melt away and 
in that delicious moment where the crest of the orgasm was Lyall’s entire life, Janus grabbed 
onto his wrists and held him, hard. His mouth went back over Lyall’s cock. Hot and cold and 
hot again. 


Lyall was coming, so hard he was surprised he didn’t permanently damage anything. 
Janus’s grip on his wrists kept him pinned down, which let him ride the crashing orgasm. 
Even the aftershocks wrecked him. 


Janus got him under the blankets, again, Lyall wasn’t sure how, and the sleep that came 
was so deep it could have been Lyall’s second death. 


k k k k k 


Janus left Lyall sleeping. From personal experience, he knew Lyall would be out for 
most of the evening. He untangled himself from Lyall’s limbs and went to his office. 


The room smelled strongly of disuse. Although this door was as well-oiled as the rest of 
the doors in his apartment, Janus still expected it to creak open. Since Lyall had joined him, 
the apartment was used more nights than it wasn’t, and it seemed as though all the neglect 
had centered in this small space at the end of the hall. 


He turned on the harsh overhead light. The window here was blacked out. He just 
hadn’t gotten around to installing the smoked glass instead. The electrical buzz to the light 
bulb set his teeth on edge, but he crossed the room and sat down at the desk, regardless. 

The ink, quill, and parchment were already laid out for him. It would just take a drop 
or so of his blood to reactivate the inkwell, and he unlocked the bottom drawer of the desk 
to get his blade. 

The silver dagger was in its case. A normal blade would have gone dull from the lack of 
use it received, but when he took it out of the case his wards flashed like lit phosphorous. 
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It hummed in his hand. It had never done that before. He thought it could have been 
his imagination or a trick of the light, but when he put it against his wrist, the blade jumped 
and spat like a drop of water in a hot pan. 


He pulled it away. The hum was still there, but not nearly as frantic. 
“Huh,” he said. 


He normally pricked a finger to bleed. This time, he brought the blade across his open 
palm. It wasn’t deep enough to do any damage, and the blade barely left a whisper of pain as 
it passed. Still, the bright line of blood welled in the cut, no more serious than if someone 
had placed a red thread across his open palm. 


He placed the knife down on his desk, but it skittered back to him, tip pointing at the 
blood. Janus grabbed it before it touched him, and pulling it away took more effort than he 
thought possible. He stabbed the blade down into the wooden desk, almost an inch and a half 
deep, and it quivered there for an entire minute. 


Still, the blood in his hand didn’t close. It didn’t bleed enough to drip off his hand, 
either. Janus took out a long sheet of parchment, but rather than bleed into the pot to get 
started, he waved his bleeding hand over the parchment. 


The ward that emerged, bleeding up through the paper as though he’d put it down on 
an already inked ward, was beautiful. At first it appeared as drips, then the entire line burst 
through. The power of the ward stole his breath, and the knife began to vibrate again. 

Janus grabbed the knife, put it in its case, and locked it back in the drawer. The hum 
stopped as soon as he snapped the locks back into place. Which left him alone with the 
parchment paper. 

The cut on his hand was gone. The ward had taken all the blood and healed him. Janus 
picked the parchment up gingerly, but by the time he lifted it off the desk, the ink had dried 
and the ward magic was again only potential. “Huh,” he said again. 

After its creation, the fact that it worked exactly as it should have, no better or worse, 
was a bit of a letdown. Janus slapped it onto the wall, stepped through it, and walked into 
Champlain’s old house. 

The lights were off, but Janus didn’t need them. The door he’d created between this 
place and his own was still there; the wall on this side hummed in the same frequency as the 
knife did. It was odd -- but reassuring, for some reason. 

Drey was in his room, and there was something sadly pathetic about him alone in his 
dead master’s house. Janus wasn’t convinced for a second that Drey had actually loved 
Champlain -- but there had to be some kind of connection there, and it was gone. 

Still, the pity didn’t stop him from walking into Drey’s room, unannounced. 


Drey jerked around, saw Janus, and his face went bloodless. He stood up, but didn’t 
bow his head or touch his throat. 


“You must have been expecting me,” Janus said. 
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“Yes, sir. Just through the front door.” 


Janus smiled thinly. “Lyall is off limits. He will always be off limits. If I ever get the 
idea in my head that you may be possibly thinking that he could potentially be on limits 
again, IIl castrate you.” 


Drey said nothing, but he met Janus’s eyes, blankly. It wasn’t actually about Lyall, 
Janus realized, and probably never really was. It could have been anything Janus had marked 
a big X on. 


The room was small, less than ten feet across or wide. It was barren, too. The single cot 
looked bowed from Drey’s weight and the desk had nothing but a small stool pushed under 
it. It was neat, but it was easy to keep a room neat when there was nothing in it but a gray 
blanket and a water glass. 


On reflection afterward, Janus realized that he should have inquired about Drey’s 
talent. It must have been considerable for Champlain to take him on. When he saw the 
fireball building between Drey’s hands, he hazarded a guess. Any other day, Janus would 
have ducked and run, but even as the fire started to burn, Janus saw patterns and symbols in 
it. Janus raised his hand again, palms open, and the fire moved into ward patterns, still 
growing and shifting even as Drey tried to break it off. Drey was pulling his power to create 
the wards from Janus’s own talent, and Janus refused to let him break contact. 


Janus flicked his wrist, and Drey flew backward the foot or so to the wall. The fire 
wards pinned him to the wall. There was no pain to the burn; nothing Janus could do would 
make Drey’s own talent hurt him, but he was effectively immobilized. 

“Why do you hate me?” he asked. “You didn’t think Champlain would give over 
everything to you so quickly, did you?” 

“Talk, talk, talk,” Drey snarled. “That’s all any of you do.” 

Janus cocked his head. This wasn’t going as he had planned, but then he hadn’t planned 
much farther ahead than get Drey to stop being such a dick or kill him. “What do you 
mean?” 

“Yowre going to talk your way out of this. You’re going to tell me exactly what I want 
to hear in order to get me to follow you. And it will sound pretty. But it will be complete 
bullshit and you can’t fool me twice.” 

“I stand by what I say,” Janus said, voice cold. 

“That’s what he said, too. He promised me,” Drey snarled. “He swore to me I'd have it 
all if I only served him, and I served him, damn it. I did!” 

Janus hesitated. Of course Champlain had promised him. “Go on,” he said. 

“And you must think I’m stupid and blind to not realize you’re wanting to pass 
everything on to your pet. Which makes me an inconvenience at best, and a direct challenge 
at worst. And what happens to me then?” 


Janus nodded. “Yow’re not stupid or blind.” 
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Drey relaxed in the wards holding him. “So if you’re going to kill me, kill me now. 
Otherwise, what’s the point?” 

Janus snapped his fingers. The energy snapped off too, and Drey collapsed to his knees. 
Hed obviously never had to sustain his fire for so long. That he’d been able to hold it 
together and not pass out as soon as the power was cut was also impressive. “I’m not going to 
kill you,” Janus said. “You’re stronger and smarter than I gave you credit for, and for that, I 
apologize.” 

Drey’s shoulders lifted. It could have been a dry attempt at a laugh or a muscle 
shuddering. Janus couldn't tell. “I am serious when I say I will not lie to you, any more than 
Champlain intended to lie to you when he gave you his word.” 

“Is that supposed to comfort me, master?” Drey said. His head was bowed, and without 
the anger, the words slipped out. Janus didn’t take it as a victory, not yet. 


“Perhaps. A little. But not yet.” 

“And this is the point where you’re supposed to promise me something else.” 

“Champlain’s lands were supposed to go to you,” Janus said. “I will not pass you over 
for Lyall. I swear it.” 

“I have your word on that,” Drey said. His voice was mocking, but only to protect the 
small part of him that obviously wanted to believe. 

“You have it, but you don’t have to believe it until you’re ready.” 

Drey looked up at him, eyes still wary. “Is this the point where I’m supposed to suck 
your cock?” 

“My cock is quite happy to be sucked where it is. You’re free to stay here. I will not 
inconvenience you any more than I have to.” 

Drey nodded. “Yes, master.” 

“Good.” Janus turned to go. 

“Master?” Drey called. Janus stopped. “Apologize to him. I meant nothing against him, 
personally.” 

“TI tell him,” Janus said. He went back through the wall and back into their bed. The 
gateway he created didn’t close. 


k k k k k 


It became obvious within a few dozen paces that Seraph knew he was being followed, 
but he didn’t turn around. Hanz became more brazen, until he was less than ten feet from 
Seraph and the only other one on the well-lit path. He’d woken with the feeling that Seraph 
wanted him, and drove around until he found this part of the park. It sickened him, how 
pathetic it was that Seraph only had to think of him and he was hard. 
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“We have to stop meeting like this,” Seraph said, still staring off into the growing 
dimness. 

“You're telling me,” Hanz snarled. He wanted to turn around and get the hell out of the 
park, but Seraph was stronger than he was. 


Seraph turned. He cocked his head, but the smile on his face looked false. “I suppose 
I’m telling you a lot these days.” 


Hanz crossed the distance between them. He truly and deeply disliked Seraph, but he 
couldn’t stop himself. Seraph smelled different. Like his sister. Like hospitals. “You smell like 
you've been feeding on blood packs.” 

“I have been feeding on blood packs. You smell like you’ve been feeding on mere 
mortals.” 

Hanz did not feel like continuing the game. He and Vision hadn’t hunted together in a 
week. Most of his time was spent driving Vision to and from Breylorn’s or outside of the 
office, waiting to be called on. 

Seraph stepped into Hanz’s personal space. “In fact, I hardly smell Vision on you at all. 
What have the two of you not been doing?” 

It was a wonder Hanz didn’t grind Seraph into the ground. Instead, he just took a 
shuddering breath. The rush did nothing to calm him. “And what is it you’re doing?” he 
asked, instead. “Drinking canned blood and hunting on deserted paths?” 

“I don’t believe I have to tell you that. Unless all of this is just foreplay for you.” 

Hanz was silent. 


“Foreplay it is,” Seraph said, his voice dropping. “Since this is the third date, you could 
have at least bought me dinner.” 

Hanz unbuttoned the top of his shirt, exposing his throat. He shouldn’t, he knew he 
shouldn't, but Seraph was looking at him hungrily and Hanz couldn't stop himself. He did it 
willingly. 

“Well, well,” Seraph said. He put his finger on Hanz’s throat, just above where the vein 
was. He slid it down the length of the blue line and Hanz felt his blood respond. He suddenly 
craved the sting of Seraph’s teeth. 

“Vision’s golden boy,” Seraph whispered. “You’ve made him happy when no one else 
could.” 

And Hanz would have thrown that away in an instant if it meant Seraph biting him. 
He leaned closed into Seraph’s hand. He only wanted pain. 

“Go home,” Seraph whispered. His flat human teeth scraped along Hanz’s ear. “Just go 
home. You don’t want to mess with me.” 

Hanz, with one part of his brain, wanted very much to mess with him. The other, more 
rational part knew that Seraph was right. The hold Seraph had slowly dissipated. 
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Hanz broke away. He was still hard, but the attraction he’d had for Seraph was broken. 
Hanz rubbed the back of his neck. “You didn’t have to do that, but thank you,” he said. 


Seraph hesitated for a second. “I didn’t,” he said, but sounded more like he was 
speaking to himself. He smiled and kissed Hanz full on the lips. 


Hanz stepped back. 
Seraph was still smiling when he turned around and returned to the parking lot. 
A moment later, Hanz’s phone rang. 


xe eK k 


Seraph walked away, feeling good. Really good. Better than he had in decades. He felt 
different. He felt as though he actually had power. He let himself back into the house, and 
stepped over the dying vampire on the foot of the stairs. He smelled like he’d once been 
powerful, before he’d been consumed. 


“Lore?” Seraph called. 

“What?” Lore snarled from upstairs. 

“Uh. We have what’s left of a visitor in the main entrance.” 
“Ts it still bleeding?” 


Seraph looked. The flesh in the bite marks around its throat was white. The blood 
stains weren't big enough for an entire body to have bled out; it must have run down the 
floorboards. He hoped Joe hadn’t gotten bled on. “No,” Seraph called. 


“Good. Then finish it for me.” 


The worst part was the way the vampire still watched Seraph. Seraph went to the 
staircase and broke the third spindle free from the railing. It splintered off plenty sharp 
enough for what he needed, and he returned to the body. 


He knelt down. “What was your name?” Lore asked. 
“Kilkenny,” the vampire mouthed. His eyes implored Seraph to just do it. 


“Kilkenny,” Seraph said. He touched Kilkenny on the forehead, gently. The skin was 
ice cold. Kilkenny closed his eyes. “I’m sorry,” Seraph finished. 


There could have been a smile on Kilkenny’s face, but it was most likely just another 
grimace from the pain. Seraph brought the spindle down, piercing Kilkenny’s heart, and the 
vampire crumbled around him. 


Seraph dusted off his hands and went up the stairs. Lore was in the bedroom. 
“Fuck me,” Seraph announced. 


Lore sat in a circle of candles, but didn’t break his meditation. Seraph kicked over one 
of the candles. It sputtered, drowning in its own wax, and died. 


“You are pushing me, Seraph,” Lore snarled, lips curling back. 
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Seraph refused to budge. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me.” He undid his jeans and pushed 
them down. 


Lore’s snarl died in his throat. The old glazed look that Seraph recognized from Hanz 
was on Lore’s face now. He’d never thought of Lore as needing him, before. He’d just been 
pathetically grateful that Lore had taken him in when Gabriel was dying. He wasn’t a fool; 
he knew that Gabriel hadn’t a chance against Vision, so when Lore had offered, he’d jumped. 


But now, he wanted Lore to want him. Pushing that onto Lore was as easy as breathing. 
“Go on,” Seraph said. “Suck me.” 
Lore opened his mouth. Seraph guided his dick into Lore’s mouth. Lore began sucking. 


“That’s quite halfhearted,” Seraph told him. Lore moved his hand up Seraph’s leg, 
hesitant at first, then seemed to know exactly what Seraph wanted. 


Seraph had forgotten how good a willing mouth felt. He grabbed the back of Lore’s 
head, forcing the pace to pick up, and Lore responded accordingly. Without telling him to, 
Lore slid his fingers up. He sucked on them for a second, then slid them inside of Seraph. 


It was the perfect pace, at the perfect angle. Lore rolled his tongue along the length of 
Seraph’s cock. 


Seraph closed his eyes. It felt so good. Lore adjusted how he was kneeling, and his free 
hand moved from cupping Seraph’s ass to the front of his own slacks. Lore couldn’t stop 
himself from jerking off. The gasping sounds were heaven on Seraph’s dick. 

“Don’t be shy. Take them off,” Seraph suggested. Lore obeyed, single-handedly 
managing both the belt and the zipper, but he only managed to free his cock. Seraph rolled 
the testicles through the cloth with the toe of his boot. 

The sounds coming from the back of Lore’s throat were getting louder. Seraph held 
Lore’s head and began thrusting, unable to stop himself either. It was so good. The desperate 
noises set him off, and he felt Lore’s shuddering climax before he came himself. 

Lore immediately backed off. Seraph staggered to the bed and sat down, taking a long 
time to recover. His knees still felt weak, he was suddenly exhausted, and the realization that 
he couldn’t stay had become overpowering. 

When he could, he stood up. The glazed look on Lore’s face was retreating, but wasn’t 
completely gone yet. Seraph held out his hand. 

“Give me the key,” he said. 

Lore nodded as though he were stoned, but he didn’t pull the key Seraph knew he 
wore around his neck from behind his shirt. 

Seraph shook his hand. “Did you hear me?” he demanded. 

Lore nodded. “I heard you,” he said, dreamily, but he was breaking out of Seraph’s 
control, and Seraph knew he couldn’t hold it much longer. 


Master of the Lines 3: Restitution 63 


He went to where Lore still knelt. Lore wore the key on a leather tie. He didn’t stop 
Seraph from approaching, didn’t stop him from hooking his finger under the leather, but just 
as Seraph began to pull, Lore caught his wrist. 


Hard. 


When Seraph looked back to him, Lore’s eyes were as hard as ever. “That was 
impressive,” he said. “Frankly, I didn’t know you had it in you.” 


“Let me go,” Seraph said. He tried to make his voice stay strong, but it wavered despite 
himself. 


Lore laughed. He pulled Seraph in. Perversely, Seraph could smell himself on Lore, and 
that was a turn-on. “You little slut. You thought you'd take my prize and run away.” 


“You're only going to kill him.” 


“No. I’m only going to kill you,” Lore said. He turned Seraph around, grabbed his face, 
and inhaled. 


Seraph fought, as much as he could. He didn’t have to be told this wasn’t good. At first, 
nothing happened, but then things inside him began to move. Lore was sucking something 
out, and whatever it was seemed to be coming from Seraph’s very bones. He felt dizzy. 
“Stop,” he managed, once. 


“No,” Lore said. When he finished pulling, Seraph was empty. 


k k k k k 


Joe was sick. Not occasionally, like he had been on the street when he’d eaten someone 
bad, but all the time. The cramps spread up and down his belly, and if he’d even think about 
blood it made him sicker. 


It was too cruel. His body needed to feed to heal, but Seraph hadn’t been down all 
night. Joe’s body was feeding on itself. When the blood came, it dripped outside the cage, 
into the dirt floor of the cellar proper. Joe crawled to it, trying to reach it through the bars, 
but it was too far. The ground drank deeply from it, as though it needed the sacrifice, and the 
shadows looking for him fed. 


They found him curled up on the floor, and this time not even Deborah could keep 
them away. The shadows tugged at him, not so much taking pieces away but pushing little 
bits inside him until he was so full he wondered why he didn’t burst. He should have been 
bleeding, at the very least, but then he figured out it wasn’t physical. 


The door opened above the stairs, and the sound of something heavy falling came. Joe 
couldn’t move. He was hurt too badly. More shadows came to him, filling him again. 


Seraph fell into the cellar. He was limp, but at least Joe felt that he was still alive. Lore 
felt exhausted to Joe. Tired, but also something else. It was obvious to Joe that Lore alone had 
caused the shadows to find him. Lore rattled the cage. “Would you look at me now?” he 
growled. 
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Joe hid his face away. Lore had pulled from Seraph, Joe felt that. And if he looked at 
Lore, Lore would take all of him, too. The hair on his head rose up from the power Lore 
threw at him, but as long as he didn’t look up, as long as he didn’t see, he’d be hidden. 

The shadows, this close to Lore, Joe felt the wildness return. Everything he’d gained 
back was slipping away through the dirt floor, but even without his reasoning, he wasn’t 
going to look up. 

Lore bent over Seraph, throwing his still body against the bars. Joe wouldn’t look, 
though he wanted to pull back and snarl at the alarming noise. Lore licked Seraph’s neck; the 
smell of the saliva filled the room, then the rich scent of blood. 


It dripped onto the ground, wasting away. “I can smell your hunger,” Lore snarled. 
“You will look.” 


He wouldn't. It was bad blood, and he wasn’t going to look. 


Lore snarled. The cage door opened, and Seraph was thrown in. Joe didn’t even move 
from where he was curled until he heard the top door close. Even then, he stalked the source 
of the blood with his eyes screwed shut. 

“Joe.” 

The word came out as a croak. It meant something, something important, but he didn’t 
know. The body shifted, holding out its hand. “Joe, come drink.” 

He snarled. The words were meaningless, but the blood spoke to him. 

“Joe!” This time, it was a woman. “Are you just going to let him win?” 

Win. Win was for a game. This wasn’t a game. He was hungry, and there was food 
here. Prey. He lifted his lips at the challenge, but wasn’t sure from which direction it came. 

“Joe, stop it. Stop this right now. Seraph needs your help.” 

Seraph. The word wasn't his, but he’d used it before. Joe was his. The fullness to him, 
the cage, the house. The city. 

The prey moved again. More blood escaped from his torn throat. “Drink,” it said. 
Seraph said. His voice was a rasp of metal on metal. “Go “head.” 

Joe drank, but didn’t latch his teeth in. That would be wrong, but not for the same 
reason that looking at Lore was wrong. The blood, fresh from the vein, filled him, but there 
was something wrong with it. He wasn’t supposed to drink. 

But he was hungry. 

But this wasn’t prey. 

This was Seraph. 

He stopped drinking. There was a way to heal, he remembered. He had to keep licking. 
His saliva stopped the bleeding, and the grayness to Seraph faded. He’d survive, but he’d be 
weak. Joe bit into his own wrist. He didn’t have much blood to spare, but that which he did 
have he would share. 
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As Seraph fed from him, Joe’s thoughts cleared. His name was Joe. Joe Cahill. He’d 
come to New York on a weekend trip for a lark. 


The memories were so overwhelming for a moment he forgot where he was. Then he 
saw Seraph. 


Joe knelt down beside him. He touched Seraph’s cheek, but it was still cold. He didn’t 
have any more blood left to spare. 


Deborah wasn’t paying any attention. She was staring at the gray thing flitting from bar 
to bar. “Deborah,” Joe said, looking to the ghost of a ghost. “You were kept here and you 
were buried here.” 


She turned to look at him, grief heavy on her face. “What is your point?” 
“You didn’t die here.” 


She looked back to the bars. Her eyebrows knitted together, her lips pursed, and 
remembering obviously hurt. “No,” she said. “I didn’t.” 


“How did you get out?” 

Deborah shook her head. “He always thought the maid let me go.” 

“Tm not interested in how he thought you escaped. How did you?” 

Deborah grayed out, her red dress colorless, and then it came back as vibrant as ever. 


“I made a way out,” she said. Her voice was soft, as though she were remembering. “It 
took me years to make the key.” 


Joe nodded. There was a stab of hope inside him, not something he was used to. “And 
what did you do with it?” 


Her hand grasped something. If it was the key, and she’d died with it in her hand, Joe 
doubted she would have been buried with it. 


Instead, she pointed to the far corner. The corner Joe had retreated to for safety. “I 
buried it,” she said, and smiled, bitterly. “In case I ever came back here again.” 


Joe dropped to his knees. Deborah pointed to the right place, and Joe found the key, 
just a few inches under the surface. 


Really, it was just a butter knife with the teeth gouged into it. “What did you use?” 


Deborah touched her mouth. Her fingers came back with blood. Joe didn’t want to 
know. He went instead to Seraph, who had crawled to the bars of the cage. “Are you ready?” 
he asked. 


Seraph looked at him, not wasting the breath to speak, but he did not object. Joe 
reached through the bars and fitted the knife into the lock. The tumblers groaned, but they 
did turn. 


The door swung open. 
Deborah was faint again. “Come with me,” Joe said. 


She floated toward where her body was buried. “I can’t.” 
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Joe nodded, wishing he could at least touch her. “I will come back. You'll get a proper 
service.” 


She nodded, faintly, and disappeared into the gloom. Joe reburied the key in the same 
corner, then helped Seraph to his feet. 


Lore didn’t stop them. Joe expected him to. He also expected both doors to the cellar to 
be locked, but they weren’t. The front door did not open. Seraph shouldn’t have had his ring 
of keys in his pocket after being locked away in the cage -- but he had. 


“TIl drive,” Seraph said. 
“You can’t stand,” Joe said. 


“Do you remember which one is the gas pedal yet?” Seraph asked, managing to sound 
prim and raspy at the same time. 


Joe let him drive. 


Where, he didn’t know. They drove for what seemed like an hour, almost out of town, 
and then they stopped in front of the gate of a huge house. 


k k k k k 


The conclave wasn’t supposed to happen until midnight, but Vision woke up early 
during the day. He felt full, too full, and part of that was because he’d taken too much from 
his lines during the day. His territories were small, and more central, which seemed to pool 
the energy rather than disperse it like the rest of the lines. 


He was alone in bed, which was too bad, because the energy lines in him moved, 
waking up old hungers. He got out of bed and stretched like a great cat. Hanz wasn’t upstairs, 
but Vision could smell him in the kitchen. Vision began his hunt. 


It wasn’t much of a chase. Hanz was at the table in their mostly unused kitchen, going 
over the household books. He’d dressed for comfort for once, flannel shirt and jeans rather 
than his suit and tie. Vision studied him from the doorway with slitted eyes. 


It took a moment for Hanz to realize he was being watched. He jerked up, hair 
disheveled from running his hands through it. “Oh, Vision. I didn’t hear you wake up.” 


Vision padded through the doorway. The great house was still asleep. Without any 
noise at all, it made the sound of Hanz’s swallow echo in the old room. 


“Stand up and turn around.” 

Hanz’s left eyebrow lifted. “I beg your pardon?” 

“You can beg all you want. I might even find it appealing.” 

Hanz never humored him. He stood up, but dropped his gaze and exposed his throat. 
He did so wholeheartedly. “Yes, sir.” 

Vision circled around. He felt how much Hanz wanted to turn. The muscles tensed on 
his neck, which brought up the veins just under Hanz’s skin. 
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Vision licked it, the salt as appealing as any narcotic. “Do you want this?” he asked, and 
placed both hands on the hollow of Hanz’s hips. This close to him he could feel the struggle 
Hanz was having with himself not to turn around. 


“Master, please, just fuck me. I’m yours.” He threw his head back, hands going to the 
front of his jeans. He cupped his dick through the fabric. “Please.” 


Vision undid Hanz’s jeans and carefully lowered them down his hips. Hanz was 
shuddering, already hard. Vision turned him back around, forcefully, and bent him over the 
table. It took a moment to adjust Hanz’s legs so that he was at the perfect angle. He guided 
Hanz’s head down, and the way his hands splayed across the cold table was particularly 
erotic. 


The lube in Hanz’s pocket was warm. He didn’t prepare Hanz, but then he didn’t have 
to. Hanz was nothing if not receptive. Vision couldn’t thrust fast enough. Feeling Hanz 
under him was exactly right. The connection was the way it should be, and through it he 
could give Hanz the excess energy that had gathered. 


Hanz turned his head, eyes squeezed shut. His eyelashes were wet, and the line of his 
face was beautiful. Vision shifted, pulling Hanz back to him. The sounds Hanz made in the 
back of his throat were in time with Vision’s thrusts, and it was the most beautiful sound to 
Vision. 

Hanz moved his hand down, between his body and the table. He hesitated, inches 
away from his dick, asking permission. Vision didn’t stop him, and he felt Hanz’s body 
respond to the new stimulation. 


“Let me,” Hanz whispered. “Please. Now.” 


“Go,” Vision said. He wasn’t ready, not yet. The fucking was so good, the way his body 
slid into Hanz, the tension, the heat, the sounds all pounded in the blood in Vision’s head. 
He was going to come. The thrusts couldn’t be harder or faster. Hanz came, shuddering, and 
although Vision felt how much he'd like to collapse, he kept himself on the perfect angle for 
Vision to finish. 

Vision came, the energy draining out of him. It still left him hard, he still had too much 
energy, but it was at least manageable. He was panting, even if he didn’t have to breathe. 
Hanz took a moment before pushing back up from the table. “That was pretty good, sir. Can I 
fetch you a change of clothes?” 


Vision glanced down and realized he was naked. He collapsed, legless, onto the chair. 
“Have someone bring something down,” he said. He was overly content at the moment, and 
just wanted to look at Hanz. 

Hanz kissed him on the forehead. “Yes, sir.” 

Clean clothes were brought. Vision just finished pouring himself a cup of coffee when 
Frank called him. “Sir, you have to see this,” he said. 

“What is it?” Vision called. 
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“It’s Seraph, sir.” 

Hanz turned to Vision. “You're not going to let him in,” he said. 
“He wouldn’t come here unless he had nowhere else to go.” 
“Well, of course he had nowhere else to go! He’s a psychopath!” 
“You don’t know that,” Vision said, softly. 


“You're not the one he... he...” Hanz hesitated. It wasn’t embarrassment, Vision knew, 
but just Hanz searching for the right word. “Boondoggled.” 


“Boondoggled?” Vision asked. 
“Put the whammy on. Enthralled. Made his bitch. Twice! Whatever. It wasn’t you.” 


Vision snorted. “I’ve thrown away my life for him a couple times, Hanz. You don’t 
have to tell me anything.” 


“Then why let him in?” 

“I feel insulated.” 

“Well, I don’t!” 

Vision took his arm. “TIl protect you from the big scary monster,” Vision said, and led 
him down to the landing. 

The door was open, but Seraph and the vampire he was with hadn't stepped through 
the door. Of course they wouldn't. They had to be invited in. Vision moved off the last step. 

“You look like hell,” Vision said. Seraph did. Not only were the clothes he wore soaked 
in blood -- Seraph’s, by the smell of it -- he looked drained of strength, too. His skin was 
gray, his hair flat, and the vampire he was with was the only thing holding him up. 

Not that the vampire he was with looked any better. The young one smelled of grave 
dirt and his own filth. He was rail-thin, like he’d been starved for a very long time, and he 
was obviously exhausted as well. 

“Vision,” Seraph said. “May we enter?” 

Vision nodded, and the tension at the door collapsed. Seraph stepped through. “This is 
Joe. He was feral up to a while ago and now he talks to dead people who bury keys.” 

“That seems like a very particular talent,” Vision said. Seraph was obviously as 
exhausted as Joe was, and it was obviously running his mouth. 


“It was sufficient. Joe, this is Vision. We used to whore together. And this is Hanz. I’ve 
enslaved him. Twice. I’d never tell him this, but he’s good in bed. Although I think he might 
punch me in the nose.” 

“Not until you're better,” Hanz promised. 

“Yow re too kind. I think. But since they let us in, they’re probably not going to stake us 
out for the sun to take. Well, they probably wouldn't stake you.” 
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“You need to feed,” Vision said. And a ballgag, but he didn’t say that out loud. He 
motioned Frank to get them some feeders. 


Vision and Hanz were still due to the conclave, and leaving Seraph alone made Vision 
slightly nervous. He heard the shower run, then Seraph feed. Vision waited for the feeders to 
leave, slightly pale from the draw, before he went up to see Seraph. 


Seraph was still sitting up, watching Joe sleep on the bed. Vision let himself into the 
guest room, but just leaned in the doorway. 


“Thank you,” Seraph said. His voice was deeper, and it sounded like he had his id well 
under control. “You didn’t have to take us in.” 


“No, I didn’t.” 

Seraph craned around to look at him. He had more color now, but he was still pale and 
strained. Human, Vision realized. Seraph looked human. “Seraph --” Vision began. 

“Steve.” 

“What?” Vision blinked. 

“If he can be Joe, I can be Steve. You fit your name the moment you were given it. Me, 
it’s never worked.” 

“Ser...Steve. You don’t --” 

“I do. Thank you, Vision,” Steve said, and touched his throat. 

Vision was silent for a minute. “I can’t take you in,” he said. “Not permanently. But I 
will ask Janus if there is a position for you.” 

“You don’t have to,” Steve said, and lowered his eyes. “Sir.” 

“No, I don’t,” Vision said. “Which is probably why I am.” 
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As ordered, Drey was waiting at the car just after sunset. Lyall hesitated, but then got 
into the car first. “Pleasant evening, Drey,” Janus said. 


Drey didn’t nod, but grunted. He didn’t touch his throat, but at least brought his hand 
up part of the way. Janus took that as a victory. 


He wasn’t looking forward to the meeting. The lines were getting worse. He could feel 
them move under the street. They were tearing free from their mooring. At least boats, when 
they pulled free, went somewhere. The lines under the city were just vanishing. 

Lyall shifted in his seat. The sound caught Drey’s attention and he glanced over. Their 
gazes met. Janus tensed, waiting to intervene if necessary, but Drey only nodded an apology. 
Lyall nodded back, then shifted closer to Janus. Drey went back to staring out the window. 
Janus put his arm over Lyall’s shoulder. 


“Tm hungry,” Lyall said. 
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“Drey will take you hunting during the meeting,” Janus said. Drey looked at him when 
Janus said his name, and Drey nodded before Janus finished the sentence. 


Lyall rolled his eyes. “Will he suck my blood for me? Maybe install a bendy straw? I 
don’t need a keeper, Janus. lve never needed a keeper.” 


“I know that,” Janus said. He didn’t like the change the lines had caused. It made his 
stomach knot. And if that meant that Lyall wouldn't be left alone for the next little bit, so be 
it. “But Drey will accompany you, regardless.” 


He must have said it with a bit more finality than he intended. Whatever it was, Lyall 
stopped arguing with him. Lyall obviously wasn’t happy; that was coming off him in waves. 
But he’d obey. 


The road in front of the conclave was blocked off due to road construction. Janus felt a 
stab of annoyance. With all the other threats in his life right at that moment, the last thing 
he wanted to deal with was road construction. 


“We'll walk,” Janus told Miller through the intercom. Miller brought the car to the 
curb, and Janus bounded out first. 


The smell of blood reached him, rich, vampire blood. It should have been that that 
warned him of the sudden danger. But when he reflected on the evening’s occurrence, it 
wasn't the blood but the hum coming from something sharp and metal that alerted him to 
the danger. 


Janus ducked faster than the sword swung. Now he saw it flashing on the exterior of 
the car. He brought his arm up to deflect the counter he knew was coming, and felt the blade 
catch his upper arm. The pain woke him up. 


His attacker was pushing through time, but the momentum of the blade was working 
against him. Behind Janus, blurred as though in the background of a movie, Drey had spread 
his hands. Janus felt his body responding to Drey’s request for power. It trickled out of him, 
but at the speed he was moving he could actually watch the power fill Drey’s fire. 


Janus brought his left hand up to gather his blood. The blade was still swinging back, 
and would be for what seemed like full seconds. There was a lot he could do in a second. 


The blood felt good in his hand. Drey was pulling on him again, asking for more 
energy, and Janus gave it to him without even feeling its drain. 


He laughed. He didn’t know how many attackers there were around him. The one with 
the sword had just finished his follow-through, and was getting ready to swing again. His 
face was furious, and Janus felt the power in him. He'd spent years training in this in- 
between space of time. 

Janus held up his hand, blood out. Drey was getting ready to push his fire at someone 
else, and the ball flared, arching through the air toward the sword. Janus’s wards, though 
they were runes now, appeared on the blade. 
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The assassin jerked as though electrocuted, and Janus knew in no small way that he 
was. The sword dropped from the nerveless fingers, and it landed in Janus’s palm, though he 
was a good three feet away from where the man stood. 

The blood on his palm welcomed the steel, or the steel welcomed the blood. It was a 
semantic difference. He beheaded the assassin with a backstroke that felt like an extension of 
himself. 

Drey was already drinking from a human just above its broken neck even as the corpse 
of the vampire that Janus had just killed collapsed under its own weight and began to flake 
away. A third body fell behind Janus, the sound of a blade sinking into the solid part of a 
bone preceding it by less than a second. 

Lyall let gravity pull the blade free. 

Janus dropped his sword. Of the three attackers, only his was not human. Footsteps 
running away told Janus that there had been more. But he and Lyall and Drey were alone 
now. 

“Thank you,” Janus said to both of them. Drey shrugged. Lyall stopped licking his blade 
long enough to wave. Janus understood; his bloodlust was still strong, too. 

Miller, still behind the steering wheel, was gray. Janus wondered how much he’d seen 
with just his human eyes. Probably not much. Still, he got out of the car and popped the 
trunk. “We'll take care of the bodies, sir.” 

Janus nodded. He then pointed to Drey. “You won't let him out of your sight,” he said. 

“Janus --” Lyall squawked. Janus was willing to acknowledge that he’d done well in the 
fight, but against a group he’d have no chance. 

“Janus, nothing,” Janus snapped. “You’re so young the shadows have barely left you 
alone. I’m not letting you alone.” He turned to Drey. “Do you understand?” 

“Yes, sir,” Drey said. 

Janus turned to Lyall. “And you?” He had to fight to keep the words from coming out as 
a snarl. 

Lyall opened his mouth to protest, but then bowed his head. “Yes, sir.” 

“TIl find my own way home. You stay with the car. There are some wards to protect 
you, but not enough. Don’t rely on them.” 

“Yow re not still going to the meeting,” Lyall said. 

Janus kicked the pile of dust. “This was something important to someone. I’m going to 
find out who.” 

“Be safe,” Lyall said. 


“Of course. Get him home for me, Drey.” 
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He left them and ran down the blocked-off street. He still felt them, the hungry 
humans watching him from the shadows, but their self-preservation kept them from 
approaching. 

What did find him, Janus hadn’t even known was hunting him. The ground seemed to 
buckle, and for a moment Janus thought he was under attack. And for that moment, Janus 
welcomed it with a snarl. 

But the street was empty. 

The ground rumbled again. 

He supposed he was expecting the streetlights to sway. He’d been in an earthquake 
once, when the ground had rumbled that badly. Only here the night air was still despite the 
upheaval, and when the shadows found him, breaking though the pavement to tear at his 
legs and arms, pulling him down almost through the street itself, he realized that even at his 
strongest he’d only been playing with the power. 

Eventually he sat up, not sure if he’d been screaming or if whatever had found him had 
torn his throat trying to get inside him. 


The conclave, if it could be called that now, was in disarray. Only a quarter of the seats 
were full, and half of the empty chairs had the smell of death to them. Their masters would 
never sit there again. 

“Janus,” Vision said, the relief in his voice thick. Breylorn had been studying the map, 
and his head snapped up. He closed his eyes, giving thanks, and Janus realized that he’d 
underestimated how bad the night had been. 

Janus approached the head table. Vision’s nostrils flared. “You’re hurt,” he said. 

“Fight in the street.” 

“How many were there?” 

“Three fewer than there were,” Janus said. “We heard more retreat.” He was going to 
tell Vision about one of them being at least a lieutenant, but then caught a glimpse of the 
map. 

Any line that had come from either side of the island had extinguished. Only 
Champlain’s and Vision’s lands were completely untouched. Even Breylorn’s territory, that 
only had one line heading out to sea, was fading. The blue barely showed at all. 

“It wasn’t this bad yesterday,” Janus said. 

“Yesterday most of the people sitting here were alive,” Breylorn said. “Things change, 
Janus.” 

Breylorn looked worn. Not exactly tired, but then not exactly entirely there, either. 
The lack of his lines was beginning to cost him. Janus knew Breylorn had to be at least five 
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hundred years old, and he wondered if he’d crossed over that line where blood would not be 
enough to sustain him. 


“Who is responsible?” Janus asked. 


Breylorn shook his head. “It may not even be a who,” he said. “The two of you go. ld 
rather have the both of you safe than here.” 


Janus suddenly felt great kinship to Lyall. But Breylorn was right. They didn’t have 
enough people for quorum. “Have your car brought around. Don’t leave the building until 
the car door is open.” 


“Tve got a better way.” 
“Good. Go.” 
Janus stepped up to Breylorn and kissed him. “I will come to see you,” he whispered. 


He took Vision’s hand and led him into the hall. For a moment, they both stared at the 
Navajo chair, the one Janus had screwed Vision in, time after time when both their masters 
were in the conclave. 


“Good times,” Janus said. 
“For you,” Vision snapped. 


“I can get you home without using your car,” Janus said. He supposed Vision had a 
point. The dark windows at the end of the hall let very little light in, so when he waved his 
hand, still covered in his dried blood, the runes made the normally dull window show them 
their reflection. 


“Tt will take you home.” 

Vision stared at him. “That’s new.” 

“My wards have been growing.” 

“I could compel people more than ever, Janus. I never learned to fly.” 

“This isn’t flying.” 

“No? I bet it took fresh blood before.” 

“I used fresh blood. I never tried it with dried.” 

“But you know it wouldn’t have worked.” 

Janus opened his mouth, but Vision was right. It wouldn’t have worked before those 
shadows, whatever the hell they were, found him. “I’m getting stronger all the time.” 

“You are. The rest of them are starving, and you're the beggar at the feast. They came 
for your lands tonight, they'll come again.” 

“Conclave can talk about licensing feeders but it fell apart the moment something 
disastrous happened.” 


“Welcome to power,” Vision said. “Are you sure this isn’t going to plummet me to my 
death?” 
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“I can almost guarantee it.” 


Vision shot him a look, but stepped through the glass. Janus waved his hand again, and 
three of the runes altered their shape. When he stepped through, he was back at his office. 


He looked down to his almost clean hand and wondered. 
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The garage lights were on when Vision stepped onto the grass. He was dizzy, but only 
for a second. 


Breylorn had pulled himself together when Janus had stepped into the room, but he’d 
been deathly ill before. Sicker than the other elders whose lands had already been emptied. 


It didn’t make any sense. He owed Breylorn his life since the moment Breylorn had not 
asked for his. It made him sick to think about it, but his lines would probably buy Breylorn 
more time. It seemed only Janus’s and Vision’s lines were unaffected. 


Hanz was back, apparently, and the music coming from the converted stable was 
horrible, metal crap. Vision went to unlock the door, but it was already open. 


Vision knocked on the doorframe. Once, twice, three times, each louder than the last 
until he was pounding on the door. The music snapped off, a cassette tape of all things, and 
Hanz spun around. He was wearing a T-shirt, one that obviously fit him long before he’d 
turned, and he’d filled out quite considerably through the chest and biceps. The jeans were 
faded too, and low on his hips. 


“You don’t need me to invite you in, sir,” Hanz said, and wiped his brow with the 
handkerchief he had in his pocket. 

“No,” Vision agreed. He was working on an old Rolls, one that had been a twisted 
metal frame when Hanz had pulled it into the garage, but now had a body on it as shiny as 
any of the other cars in the garage. Vision traced the line on the hood. “You just don’t like 
me in here.” 

“It’s not a matter of like, sir,” Hanz said, and as surreptitiously as possible with Vision 
standing right there, wiped down his line of fingerprints left on the finish. “Can I help you 
with something?” 

Vision leaned against the car and saw the distress reflected in Hanz’s eyes. “It’s not a 
matter of help.” 

“Oh,” Hanz said. He hesitated only for a moment, staring at the concrete floor, and 
then looked back to Vision. “But you don’t want to do it here, sir.” 

“And why is that?” 

“It’s not comfortable enough.” 

Vision looked at him. 


“Oh,” Hanz said again. “At least give me a minute.” 


Master of the Lines 3: Restitution 75 


Vision leaned back against the car and crossed his arms. Hanz walked away, obviously 
in pain. 

He returned with a blanket. It looked like it had been used for many more years as 
padding or storage than it ever had as a thing of comfort, but the blue sateen strip on the 
edge was ridiculously clean in some places. Hanz threw it down on the ground. It was a 
different Hanz than the one who'd gone to get the blanket; this one was far more in control 
than his counterpart had been. He purred with it, and Vision felt himself respond. 


“Kneel,” Hanz ordered. 

“You are beautiful.” 

Hanz raised his eyebrow. “Good to know, sir. Did I not speak clearly the first time?” 
Vision stood up from the car. “You did.” 

“Then kindly inform me as to why my cock is not being sucked right now.” 


Vision opened his mouth to speak, his fangs coming out as though he were about to 
enjoy a big meal, when Hanz had him down on his knees, hands behind his back, with his 
face in the musty blanket. Nothing held his hands but Hanz’s handkerchief, but that was 
enough, apparently. It held him in place like steel bands. “You’ve been practicing,” he gritted 
out. 

“Variety being what it is to life, you know,” Hanz said. 


“Like that time you had me face down in the carpet? Or that other time you had me 
face down in the carpet? Or that other, other time you had me --” 


Hanz’s hand caught him on the ass, and even muffled through his slacks, the sound 
echoed off the rafters. “Were you saying something, sir?” Hanz asked, sweetly. 


Vision said nothing. 

Hanz smiled. Vision felt it on the nerves running up and down his spine. His legs were 
already starting to spasm, and he’d only been down for a few seconds. Hanz helped Vision to 
his knees, and the trembles in his muscles stopped. Vision sighed. 

Hanz was staring at him, finger tapping on his lips. His eyes were dark under the 
artificial lights of the garage, and just watching him. Vision knew it should have been a 
mood killer. He was still helplessly turned on and it didn’t help that Hanz’s face was utterly 
still. Squirming was beneath him, but if he didn’t do something -- and soon -- he didn’t think 
he could keep quiet. Hanz waited, and waited, and waited even longer. 

“Please,” Vision said, finally. The word was a slip, and he wished he hadn’t said it, but 
he had, and even with the weight of his clothes on his body, he felt naked. 

“In a hurry?” Hanz asked. 

“Td like to be,” Vision said. Then said it again. “Please.” 

“Are you going to tell me what’s distracting you?” 


“Td rather you just fuck me.” 
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“Are you going to tell me eventually?” 
“Yes.” 

“Before or after you do something stupid?” 
“Not the time, Hanz.” 

“Td say it was the perfect time.” 

“And I say we're done here.” 

“Vision --” 

“Hanz.” Vision let the word be a warning. 


The handkerchief unwound from his hands and he stood up. “Is there anything else I 
can do for you, sir?” Hanz asked. 


“No,” Vision said curtly. “But the blanket was a nice touch.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 
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Lyall didn’t pace. He felt the idea of walking back and forth to no avail to be ridiculous, 
but waiting for Janus to return he was about to make an exception. 


The wall shimmered, and then Janus was there. Lyall went to him, and found himself 
pinned to the very wall Janus had just stepped through. “You’re hungry,” Janus whispered, 
and brushed Lyall’s neck with his fingers. “I can feel it off you.” 


Lyall blinked. It had been the last thing he’d been thinking of. “Td been too worried 
about you,” he said. 


Janus smiled, the old smile before all of the shit rained down on them, and Lyall 
couldn’t help but respond to it. Janus had a pull on his body that was electric. Lyall leaned 
towards him, so their bodies were pressed against each other. Janus’s body was warm, so 
warm his shirt was also hot to the touch. Lyall took great pleasure in unbuttoning the soft 
silk shirt one button at a time. The warm silk felt as though it should have melted on Lyall’s 
fingers. 

“Do you like that?” Janus asked. The shirt was undone now, and it exposed Janus’s 
chest. There was just the right amount of hair for Lyall, and the slight curls wrapped around 
his fingers as he scraped his nails through it. 


“I do,” Lyall said. 


Janus shrugged his shirt off his shoulders, and it fluttered down to pool at his wrists. 
The blue color matched his eyes almost perfectly. Lyall had picked it out himself, and the left 
sleeve was now cut and stained with Janus’s blood. 


“Don’t think about it,” he said. 
“And how am I supposed to do that?” Lyall snapped. 
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Janus shrugged again, and the muscles rippled under his skin. Lyall didn’t remember 
Janus’s skin being so beautiful. It wasn’t glowing; that would be a cliché. But there was 
something different, powerful, and Lyall was in awe. 


“You feel it too,” Janus said. 
Lyall placed his palms on the flat of Janus’s abdomen. “How could I not?” 


“It’s stronger tonight,” Janus said. “I feel like Pm going to burst with it. If you could...” 
That brilliant smile again. “...help me out here, ld appreciate it.” 


“Help you out?” Lyall asked. Janus hadn’t moved, the shirt still effectively keeping his 
hands bound at his side. The way Janus was shivering, Lyall knew he could break free from 
the shirt in a heartbeat, but he didn’t. 


Instead, he exposed his throat. His Adam’s apple jerked, once, as he swallowed, but it 
exposed the beautiful vein down his throat. Lyall’s teeth came out. He couldn’t stop them. 
Nor could he stop how hard his cock was, despite his hunger. 


“From here?” Lyall asked, running his finger down the vein. Janus’s fists clenched, the 
muscles in sharp relief under his skin, but Janus didn’t move. 

“Yes. From there.” 

Lyall bit down. His teeth broke the surface, slowly, and the blood filled his mouth as 
though Janus had a heartbeat to drive it. Lyall drank as much as he could without draining 
the victim, and licked the wound until it stopped flowing. 

Janus was hard, too. Lyall could smell his arousal as much as he could taste it from the 
blood. The blood was, like Janus, different, and Lyall’s own body began to -- there was no 
other word for it -- glow like Janus’s, too. 

“Again,” Janus whispered. 

“I couldn't possibly --” Lyall began, but Janus clenched his jaw, and Lyall shut up. 

“Again, Lyall,” Janus repeated, slower this time. “Please.” 

Lyall couldn’t drink from the neck again; the vein would more likely collapse under his 
tooth than support any more punctures. He moved to the brachial artery, blue as sapphire 
under Janus’s skin. Under was the wrong word. It was so full, despite Lyall’s bloodletting, 
that he felt it pulse under his finger when he touched it. “From here?” 

Janus nodded. 

Lyall bit down again. He should have been full from his first meal, but biting down 
through the vein a second time left him as starved as he was before the first time. He drank, 
probably more than his fill, and yet it didn’t seem to slake his hunger. He broke away, not 
because he wanted to, but because he had to make sure Janus was all right. 

And Janus was more than all right. If anything, bleeding him out was making him 
stronger, and Lyall didn’t understand how that was possible. He was straining against the 
shirt, but it held him where he stood. 
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“Again.” 

Lyall didn’t argue. Instead, he knelt down, undoing Janus’s jeans and pulling them 
down past his thighs. Janus shuddered, but didn’t move the first time the silk shirt caressed 
his ass. 

The femoral at the very top of Janus’s thigh was still full, but it no longer had a pulse. 
Lyall bit a third time, and heard Janus’s gasp as he broke through the oversensitive skin. He 
was full now and he felt it, but he drank all of the blood he could, letting the wound heal 
over naturally. 

Only then did Janus relax. He was still hard, though it seemed impossible, and didn’t 
fight as Lyall took the ends of the shirt and pulled Janus forward. He was bursting, now, too, 
and so full of Janus’s blood that when he took Janus’s cock down his throat, he felt it as 
though it were happening to him. He closed his eyes, drowning in the sensations, but knew 
exactly what Janus wanted. When to be rough, when to go slow. When to let just the bare 
whisper of his lips graze past the super-responsive skin of Janus’s cock because any more 
would have sent Janus off prematurely, and when to use his tongue and fingers to draw out 
the orgasm as long as possible. 

Janus finally staggered away. The silk still holding him prisoner ripped as easily as wet 
paper, and the two halves fluttered down beside where Lyall knelt. He was hot and sticky, 
but still felt flushed with pleasure despite ignobly ejaculating fully dressed. In fact, when it 
came to a choice between struggling out of his hot, sticky clothes or leaning against the wall, 
the wall won, hands down. 


Lyall closed his eyes and hummed to match the frequency his body seemed to be set 
on. 


When he opened his eyes again, Janus had changed into a completely different set of 
clothes. The fine silk was gone, and the black turtleneck he now wore hid the wounds. His 
jeans were old, so old Lyall didn’t know how he’d manage not to wear them through at 
certain strategic locations. It wasn’t fair. Lyall’s favorites always wore out on the knees first. 


He was babbling in his head. He looked up, ready for Janus to tell him to get dressed, 
they were going out, but Janus only shook his head. “I have to go see Breylorn,” he said. 


Lyall lifted his hand to about shoulder height. 
“No. I don’t want you to come. I want you to stay here and be safe.” 
Lyall twisted his wrist. 


“No.” Janus bent down and kissed him on the forehead. “The only thing I want to 
worry about you is there not being enough hot water for your shower.” 


Lyall’s hand fell back down to the carpet. 
“Good boy.” 


Janus left him. Eventually, Lyall stood and stripped off his clothes. He’d come out of 
the shower, Janus’s prediction sadly coming to pass, when his phone rang. He leapt on it, 
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expecting it to be Janus, but had to hold the phone away from his ear when the club music 
blared. 


“Lyall, it’s Sam.” Sam sounded horrible, even over the music. “You said if I needed 
anything, I should call. I need.” 


The phone went dead. Lyall knew he should have put the phone away and gone to bed. 
But the sudden stab of guilt he felt over forgetting Sam stopped him. Janus would have been 
disappointed if he’d known he’d treated a human so horribly. 

His body was already preparing itself to sleep. He had to get off the bed to call Miller to 
bring the car around. 
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Lyall wasn’t going to stay in the apartment. Drey knew that the same way he knew 
Janus wouldn’t screw with him. It was Drey’s opinion that assholes could only maintain their 
façade for so long before it started to crack with their true colors. Janus hadn’t cracked yet, 
and Drey was beginning to suspect that he wouldn't. 

He wasn’t wrong about Lyall. Just past two, Miller entered the garage and brought the 
car out. 

Drey tried to put the car in motion and it wouldn’t budge. He tried again, and realized 
with a shock that his arm wouldn’t move. He couldn’t move. 

The passenger door opened. Drey couldn’t even turn his head to look. The smell of 
ancient filled the car. It was dry, like a mummy’s tomb. 

“Shame, isn’t it?” the vampire asked. Drey’s hackles rose, but he couldn't fight the 
compulsion. Lyall ran out of the building and got into the back of the car. “You’re here 
protecting the very one who is going to take everything you have away from you.” 

Drey tried to shake his head. 

“Don’t deny it. You know.” 

Drey didn’t even bother to respond. 

“My name is Lore,” the old vampire said. His voice had an urgent tone to it. Lyall and 
Miller were talking, arguing, actually, and Drey knew it was beyond hope to assume that 
Miller would just tell Lyall to go back inside. 


Lore smelled him, then licked him across the throat. His tongue was wet and raspy, 
more like a cat than anything human. That was supposed to be sexual, but there was no smell 
of accompanying arousal. It was all for show. Lore was supposed to sound languid, but he 
wanted to hurry up so that he could follow the car. Drey read him as easily as he could Lyall. 


“Join me,” Lore said. “I'll let you have the young upstart to play with.” 


Drey was able to shake his head. It felt good. What Lore offered him had no value to 
him. 
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Lore made a sound that was full of rage. Miller was giving in. He’d looked away from 
the back. Any second now he was going to put the car into gear and drive away. “If you don’t 
join me, you'll face your master’s wrath over not being able to protect his most beloved pet.” 


Drey’s lip curled. “Td rather have him think that than have it actually be true.” He still 
couldn’t move, but the speech was a victory. 


Lore dug his fingers into Drey’s neck. The tearing sensation from Drey’s throat almost 
seemed in slow motion. Blood bubbled through his fingers. He would have finished the job, 
but Miller pulled into the street. Lore met his eyes, smiling as Drey clamped his hand over 
his throat, and licked his fingers as he got out of the car. 


Drey was losing blood. And consciousness. Black rings expanded so that it was all he 
could see, and even as he fought to remain conscious long enough to dial the phone, his 
slippery fingers couldn’t flip the phone open. 


When he came back, the blood on his throat was cold, and Lyall long gone. His fingers 
were cold as he dialed Janus’s number. 


k k k k k 


Vision let himself into Breylorn’s apartment. Hanz shut the door behind him. “Are you 
going to be all right?” he asked. 


Hanz shrugged. “If I get bored, I'll go out for a bite.” 


Vision touched Hanz’s cheek, sorry for the way things had gone down in the garage. 
He didn’t like it when his two worlds touched. Perhaps he was a bit too sensitive over a 
question that had probably only come from his concerned lover and not his lieutenant. “You 
sure you don’t want to wait? We could eat in.” 


Hanz’s hesitation was only for a second, the length of time necessary to accept, 
appreciate and forget the apology. “We could try putting you on the carpet again,” Hanz said, 
dropping his voice to just a whisper. 


“Nonetheless, I can still hear you,” Breylorn called from the office. “So if you’ve 
finished with your sexual innuendo, I'd appreciate it if your master could join me.” 


Vision kissed Hanz on the cheek and went into the office. 


He was shocked to see Breylorn. He’d been weak the day before, but the way he leaned 
against the table, he looked almost cadaverous. His hair was limp, his eyes sunken, and his 
skin a papery gray. Breylorn had looked bad when he’d been fed poisonous blood, but it was 
nothing compared to now. His lines were empty, and so was he. 


He was about to say something, when the door slammed again. It was Janus, obviously, 
and by the time he burst into the office, Breylorn forced himself to stand straight. He seemed 
to force color back into his cheek. “Janus,” Breylorn said. He was getting some strength still 
from Janus, Vision decided, but it wasn’t enough by far. 
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“I didn’t think you’d want to see us this late,” Janus said. He hadn’t taken two steps into 
the room when his cell phone rang. 


He answered it. Even Vision could hear the gurgling sound. Janus had to check the call 
display before speaking. “Drey?” 

If Drey responded, Vision couldn’t understand it, but apparently Janus could. “I have to 
go,” he said. 

“Tl come.” 


“No!” Breylorn snapped. The word shook him to say it, but Janus was too distressed, 
apparently, to notice. 


“Take Hanz,” Vision said, instead. That, at least, got a nod. 
Janus glanced to Vision. “You sure?” 
“Take him,” Vision said. “Go.” 


Janus turned and left. 


Breylorn waited until the door slammed shut before sinking down into the carpet. 
Vision went to him. “Breylorn?” he asked. His attempt to help Breylorn back up met with a 
snarl. 

“Kill me.” 

“What?” Vision stepped back. 

“It’s killing me. I can’t stand it. Do this for me.” 


“No.” Vision took a step back. He owed Breylorn his life; this seemed like such a small 
trade-off. He crouched down beside where Breylorn lay. “Take mine,” he whispered. 


Breylorn’s eyes widened. The agony on his face was now absolute. 


Vision exposed his throat, though it killed him to do so. Submission came to him more 
naturally than drinking blood from a vein, but he almost couldn’t do it. Breylorn moved to 
him, teeth out, and Vision almost snarled and pushed Breylorn back. Breylorn was so weak. 


Still, he cradled Breylorn’s head, against every instinct he had, and brought Breylorn’s 
mouth to his throat. “Go ahead,” he whispered. 


Breylorn bit down, hard. The pain jolted through Vision’s body, and it hurt more than 
anything Vision had ever remembered hurting before. 


Vision let him drink. Breylorn was stronger now, but his strength was still Vision’s. It 
wasn't enough. 


Vision reached for his belt. It took a moment to pull down his slacks and then get 
Breylorn’s down. The angle wasn’t good. Breylorn snarled at him, a deep, threatening sound, 
and Vision knew what he wanted. If Breylorn stopped without licking the wounds, he could 
bleed out. 
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He made a begging sound in the back of his throat. Despite himself, and the situation, 
he was getting harder. Breylorn could smell it on him, too. He growled, tongue on the 
wound. 


Vision pulled himself up, kicking off his slacks the rest of the way. Then Breylorn was 
over him again, fucking him dry. There was more pain and more still because he stayed still 
for it, but it felt good. His own blood slicked the way. He bowed his head, just taking the 
thrusts at first, then he reached down his belly and took his erection in his hand. The snarl of 
possession worked for him. Breylorn could snap him in two, and there was really nothing he 
could do to stop it. He was truly helpless, and it made him as turned on as it terrified him. 


Breylorn bit into his shoulder, growl now constant. He was taking more than blood 
now, and Vision did nothing to stop him. It was exhausting, being drained like that. He 
collapsed down to his elbows, head bowed. Everything, his lands, his body, his life, were all 
out of his hands right now. 


If he could have stopped it, he probably would have, but he couldn’t. Breylorn was 
over him, hands gripping his hips, and thrusting hard enough now that just remaining on his 
elbows and knees was difficult. He was coming, and Vision couldn’t stop that, either. 


Vision was so tired. The guttural sounds from Breylorn were getting louder and closer 
together. He was going to come any time, and when he did, he did it with a howl that shook 
the glass. 


Vision collapsed to the side once Breylorn let him go. He was almost entirely spent. 
The part of him that had always connected to his lines was dying inside, and he didn’t want 
to let it go. 


Breylorn paced the length of the office. Vision pulled his legs up to his chest to keep 
from being trod on. It was like being caged with a wild, snarling beast, but he couldn’t quite 
get up or crawl to the door yet. 


Breylorn must have just realized he was there. He went back to where Vision lay, and 
picked Vision up by the throat. The just closed wounds opened again, but only seeped blood 
through Breylorn’s fingers. The smallest bit of memory of his lines fluttered, and Breylorn 
felt it as much as Vision did. He should; they were Breylorn’s lines now. 


Breylorn was going to kill him. That was their way. And Vision had invited him to do 
it the moment he’d offered his throat. Fighting him was only going to seal Vision’s fate. Not 
fighting him just might, too. 

Breylorn eyed him. It wasn’t that he was planning to kill him. It was as though he was 
still trying to decide the best way to do it. Vision relaxed, despite his urge to fight or bolt. 
Instead, he opened both his hands, letting his palms rest against his thighs. He didn’t speak, 
but bowed his head again. Breylorn snarled, still not speaking, and stepped back. It gave 
Vision enough room to kneel, so he took it. 


Not even in his semi-feral state would Breylorn slay him on his knees. But he wasn’t 
satisfied, not yet. Vision bowed even further, pressing his head against the carpet. It left him 
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more exposed than he ever had been, and remaining still with Breylorn over him took 
everything left that he had. 

Breylorn must have felt it pass. He left with a small growl, and Vision remained where 
he was, even when all he wanted to do was close his eyes and slip away. Even after the 
outside door opened and closed, Vision remained where he was until his muscles gave out on 
him and he collapsed on the floor. All he wanted to do was close his eyes and not wake up to 
his new life of nothing. 


k k k k k 


Miller dropped Lyall off a block from the club even though he had the town car rather 
than the limo. 

“An hour, sir?” Miller said, though he was still mulish from being ordered to go. 

Lyall felt bad, but only for a moment. “Best make it two,” Lyall said, but didn’t 
apologize. 

Miller’s face didn’t change. “Yes, sir.” 

Lyall got out of the car. 

It was a bad neighborhood during the day, but at night it had teeth. Lyall knew it, and 
it welcomed him. 

Or at least, it used to. The moment Miller drove away, Lyall felt...felt what? Hunted. 
He sniffed the air, trying to find the source of the threat, but he couldn’t detect anything that 
wasn’t human. 

His hand crept toward his cell phone, and he had to stop it. Janus was busy, and he 
shouldn't have come here, regardless. 

Just stop it, he told himself. He’d been sent to worse places than a block away from a 
busy street. Of course, he’d never gotten out of a late model town car in those areas, either. 

He started to walk. Not quickly. That painted a target on his back. Still, he only made it 
past three buildings when he was sure whatever was following him was so close he could 
turn around and be face-to-face. But the street behind him was deserted. 

Lyall gave up fighting the fear. He bolted for the main road, expecting any moment to 
feel claws tearing at his back. Claws? Definitely claws, not a gun or a knife. The fear was 
completely illogical. He didn’t understand. 

He made it to the busy main street. Cars passed him, people waited behind posh velvet 
ropes to get into posher clubs, and the street lights here actually pushed back the darkness. 

That didn’t shake the feeling that whatever was chasing him -- and Lyall had no doubt 
that he was still being hunted -- was right behind him. He could feel the rotting breath on 
his neck. 


Janus was going to be so disappointed in him, dying like this. 
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Then, a horn blared, and Lyall realized he was standing in the middle of the road. 

The hunt ended, and Lyall was just another face in the crowd. Every sense he had was 
heightened; the smell of tobacco from the group of smokers halfway down the block made 
his eyes water. 

Lyall shook his head. 

The Cave didn’t have any posh lines or bouncers. The upscale lounges would have 
probably loved to evict the shabby little bar. Lyall liked it more for that very reason, despite 
the pounding music that shook the walls, floor, and ceiling. 

Sam found him standing by the door. “You came back.” 

He was obviously drunk. The wounds on his neck were now twin stars of silver on 
white, and about as pinpricked as Sam’s pupils. He didn’t sound well; he didn’t smell well, 
either. He wasn’t safe to drink. There was no one in the bar who would deny Lyall, but as 
hungry as he was, Lyall took Sam by the hand. 

“Are we going to fuck?” Sam asked. “Because I know this place --” 

“We're going for coffee,” Lyall said, firmly. 

Sam tried to yank away, but only managed to hang himself on the grasp Lyall had on 
his shirt. Lyall pulled him back so that he was vertical again. 

“Don’t I even have a say?” Sam demanded. 

“Nope,” Lyall said, simply. “Don’t worry, you get used to it.” 

After the loudness in the club and the bright retro disco ball, Lyall felt blinded and 
muffled on the street like he was wearing a thick leather hood. How he forgot he was being 
hunted was beyond him. He’d just dragged Sam half a block from the bar, just enough for his 
hearing to return, when he heard it. 

The sound of a great dog was right behind him. Lyall turned, expecting to see the huge 
golden eyes, but it was only a vampire. 

An old vampire. Older than Janus. Older than even Breylorn. This, Lyall knew, was 
Lore himself. Lyall touched his throat, and he wasn’t even compelled to do so. 

“At least you know your betters.” 

Lyall also couldn’t stop himself from growling back. The fear he was feeling was 
nothing like he felt as a human. He’d never felt the need to cower, but he did now. If he 
could have curled up in a small ball, he would have. 

“Get in the car,” Lore said, and a black sedan rolled up as he spoke. Lyall should have 
known it was coming. 

The trap hadn’t quite sprung yet. The instinctive part of his brain, the part that was 
more concerned with his well-being than being afraid of this man, kicked in. 
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Lyall realized there was nothing behind him. He could have turned and run. He was 
about to, already moving faster than time, but he heard his name and that rooted him to the 
ground. 


Lore had Sam by the throat, dangling off his feet. 


“He waited for you,” the vamp said, his lips curled back. His teeth looked ivory. “Didn’t 
your master ever tell you you can’t give them a taste and walk away? It eats at them. It lets 
other, less savory types feed on them.” 

Everything inside him was screaming to run. He was being beyond stupid, and selfish. 

“Put him down,” Lyall said, instead. He couldn’t even argue with himself. Sam was his 
responsibility. 

Lore put Sam down, just far enough that his toes scraped the pavement. Lyall heard his 
heartbeat failing. Lyall took a step forward. He had enough adrenaline in his system to pick 
the car up and throw it at Lore, but instead he took another step. Another three inches, and 
it would all be over. He’d be within Lore’s grasp, and there was no way he could possibly 
break free. 


Sam dropped, and Lyall caught him before he fell. Sam’s heartbeat wavered for another 
second, then caught up with itself. He was going to be okay. Lyall, on the other hand, was 
not. 

“I waited,” Sam said, but mostly to himself. Lyall barely heard him. Lore smiled. 

“Now what?” Lyall asked. 

“Drink.” 

Lyall looked to Sam. He’d passed out or was asleep. He couldn’t tell which, but his 
heartbeat was now slow and steady. “He’s not --” 

Lore’s mouth twitched. “Drink,” he repeated. 

“Tm not hungry,” Lyall said. That was certainly true -- he was still stuffed with Janus’s 
blood. 

Lore smiled at him. “Pity,” he said. He picked Sam up by the hair, hauling him back 
and bit into his throat. More blood ran down his chin than he drank, but he didn’t seem to 
care. Through it all, Sam moaned. 

He broke away from the throat. “Get in the car.” 

“He'll bleed to death.” 

“He’s a dead man, regardless!” Lore roared. He dropped Sam, who thankfully had 
enough energy to hold his throat closed, and looked at Lyall. Lyall felt himself spinning 
down, even though he was already on his knees. The blood in Lore, though as red and hot as 
any meal, wasn’t enough to sustain him. It still left him empty, and Lyall realized the very 
last thing he should have done was look at Lore’s face. 
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Because now Lore was feeding on him, just as greedily as he had from Sam’s throat. The 
pull only got stronger, and whatever Lore was pulling from him was hemorrhaging out of 
him. By the time Lore finished, Lyall’s entire body was in agony. When Lore told him the 
third time to get in the car, he had no more fight left. He left Sam where he lay. Sam would 
wake up. Or he wouldn’t. Either way, it wasn’t Lyall’s responsibility any more. 


“You should have run,” Lore said, as Lyall crawled for the door. 


“I know.” Lyall said. He didn’t look up. The interior of the car was cold and quiet. 
Sitting on the seat seemed to expose too much of him, so he kept curled up on the floor. The 
car drove through a dozen red lights. He could have jumped out at any time. The car went 
slow enough that hitting the pavement and rolling probably wouldn’t have broken any 
bones. He could have run then. 


All he could do was hold his head and cry. 


k k k k k 


Hanz felt Vision passing the lines over when they were still halfway to Janus’s 
apartment. It was a good thing that Janus was driving, because for a moment everything was 
black. There was no pain, but the buzzing sensation in the back of his skull just stopped. 


For a heartbreaking moment, Hanz thought Vision must be dead, but was sure that if 
that had happened, if the connection had been severed rather than just stopped, he would 
have felt it. Still, it meant that Vision was alone and broken somewhere, and he had to get 
back to him. 


“Stop the car.” 


“What?” Janus demanded. He was already distracted by the constantly ringing phone 
and driving, but he managed to shoot Hanz an annoyed look. “No!” 


“Stop the damn car!” Hanz growled. It was a direct challenge, and there was nothing 
Hanz could do to have made it otherwise. It wasn’t his fault Lyall wasn’t answering, but his 
master was in trouble, and that trumped everything. Janus started to ask a question, but then 
must have seen the look on Hanz’s face. “It’s Vision,” Janus finished. 


Hanz nodded. Janus slowed down in the middle of the street and pulled a small set of 
keys off his key chain. “You’re going to need these. They’re for the elevator and the door.” 


“Thank you,” Hanz said. He didn’t wait for the car to stop. He jumped out, found a car 
parked the right way, and wrenched the door open. The sound of the metal ripping free from 
the locks should have woken the entire neighborhood, but it didn’t. It only took him a few 
seconds to boost it. He’d spent his entire life around cars; that was the least of his worries. 

The door didn’t shut properly, not that Hanz cared much for comfort. He abandoned 
the car, parking double in the middle of the street, and ran the rest of the way to the 
building. 
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The doormen tried to stop him, but fell back when Hanz snarled. He locked the 
elevator door, going straight to the penthouse. He stabbed the key into the lock, and 
struggled to turn it. Hanz felt Vision on the other side, and he was hurting. 


The door opened. He burst through, and went back to the office. He could smell 
Vision’s blood and the smell of violent sex even in the main room. Hanz opened the door to 
the office and saw Vision curled up against the wall. 


He was empty. Not of blood, although it was obvious someone had drunk from him. 
Not someone, Hanz thought angrily: Breylorn. Breylorn had taken his lines, too. “I’m going 
to kill him,” Hanz said, dropping down to his knees beside Vision. His skin was so gray, like 
Breylorn’s had been, before. 

Vision opened his eyes. “No,” he croaked. His lips were dry and cracked, but the white 
lines of the broken skin were bloodless. His eyes were sunken too, his face pale. Hanz opened 
his own wrist with his teeth and gave it to Vision to drink. 

And Vision drank. Great gulps. Hanz wanted him to take even more, but Vision 
refused, turning his head away. “What happened?” 

Vision didn’t answer. Hanz wasn’t used to treating Vision as though he were fragile, 
but now he was almost afraid to touch him. “Vision, please. Tell me what happened. What 
did Breylorn do to you?” 

“Nothing.” At least Vision’s words were stronger now. “Nothing I didn’t ask him to. 
Nothing I didn’t tell him to.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

Vision closed his eyes again. Hanz was afraid he’d pass out, and was equally afraid to 
shake him to keep him awake. It left him powerless. “Tell me what happened!” 

“I gave Breylorn my lines,” Vision said, not opening his eyes. “He let me live.” 

There was no point in asking Vision to repeat himself; Hanz heard him the first time. 
He just didn’t want to believe it. “Oh, Vision,” Hanz moaned. “Why?” 

Vision relaxed, like he relaxed when Hanz had him tied up and there was nothing else 
for him to do. “Because I could,” he whispered. “And because I owed him.” 

“You didn’t owe him this,” Hanz said. “You didn’t owe him everything!” 

“I did,” Vision corrected. “He could have asked for my death. He didn’t. I repaid him, 
and I’m not dead. It’s for the best, Hanz. Really.” 

Hanz stopped arguing. He still had Vision in his arms. He didn’t know what he would 
have done if he’d burst into the room and seen nothing but dust in the carpet. The thought 
made his muscles spasm. He would have had to challenge Breylorn, and it probably would 
have gotten him killed, too. 

Vision put his head down on Hanz’s chest, and Hanz wished he had a heartbeat to 
soothe him with. Instead, he picked up Vision’s cold hand from where it was on his knee and 
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brought it to his lips. He kissed each one of the fingers, then pressed Vision’s palm against his 
cheek. “I love you.” 

Vision didn’t answer, but in his dream, his shoulders shook. Hanz lifted him up and 
carried him to the spare room. He sat with him until he was sure that Vision was out for the 
night, and then returned to the office and waited. 


* k k k k 


Janus found Drey still holding his throat closed. It had mostly healed by the time he 
arrived, but he’d lost so much blood he was weak from it. “Where’s Lyall?” he demanded. 

Drey’s eyes were unfocused. “Miller,” he managed. 

Janus should have called Miller first, but he’d assumed Drey had been with him. He 
was dialing the phone before Drey finished the word. Miller answered it, sounding a touch 
more on edge than he should have been. 

“Where is he?” Janus demanded. 

“I dropped him off, sir,” Miller said. “Is he not answering his phone?” 

“No,” Janus said, curtly. Keeping it brief kept it from hurting, like a sharp knife to the 
carotid. “Find him.” 

“He’s gone,” Drey managed. “Lore...Lore was after him. I tried to stop him.” 

He met Janus’s eyes, as though daring him to doubt him. Almost wanting him to, but 
Janus couldn’t look at his bloodless face and not know he’d done everything he could. “We 
need to get you inside,” he said. 

Drey shook his head. “I’m coming with you.” 

“You won't do me any good.” 

“Probably not,” Drey agreed. “But I’m still coming.” 


Janus nodded. 


The bar was closing down, that much was obvious. Janus could smell Lyall in the air, 
but just barely. It was four o’clock in the morning, and the goth club had been closed for a 
couple hours. The few souls on the street didn’t smell anything like Lyall. 


Janus found a human passed out a block away. He supposed they were lucky that the 
cops hadn’t carted him away. It could have been any drunk, anywhere, but this one smelled 
of Lyall on his clothes. A week ago, a day ago, hell, an hour ago he would have been more 
gentle, but he knew, somehow, that this human was partly responsible for Lyall’s 
disappearance. Lore would not have left him alive otherwise. He kicked the young man in 
the thigh. “Wake up!” 
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The human didn’t stir. Drey moved passed Janus, as weak as he was, and still picked 
him up by the shoulders. Being lifted didn’t wake him, but when Drey slammed his back into 
the wall, he opened his eyes and groaned. 


“Where is he?” Janus demanded. 


“Who?” the human mumbled. It wasn’t just that the human sounded stoned. He 
smelled as though he’d been under a compulsion for weeks. 


And he reeked of Lore. 


“Don’t waste my time. You wouldn't like how I take it out in trade. Where is Lyall?” 
Janus snarled. His fangs were out, and for the first time in three centuries he honestly 
wanted to do harm to this human. 


“Lyall,” the human said. “He’s gone. Because of me.” 


It was said with pride, but more like the whining of a pathetic drunk. “Yes. He is. Now 
tell me where they went.” 


“I dunno.” The human sniffed. “I don’t. Lore took him away. And he didn’t take me.” 


Drey slammed him into the wall. “Go ’head!” The human sniffed again. “Kill me. I 
don’t care. Just do it and get it over with.” 


“He can’t tell you what he doesn’t know, master,” Drey said. 


“No.” Janus rubbed his face. For how many times he counseled Vision not to run out 
just before dawn. Now it seemed perfectly logical to him. But he wouldn't do Lyall any good 
running blind. 


> 99 


“Back to Breylorn’s,” Janus said, though it killed him again to say it. 


“Yes, master,” Drey said. He dropped Sam where he stood, and brought Janus back to 
the car. 


k k k k k 


Breylorn returned just before sunrise. Hanz waited for him. Vision was still asleep; 
Hanz felt that in the place the buzz used to be, and if Breylorn didn’t know he wasn’t alone, 
he certainly didn’t act surprised to see Hanz. 


The way Breylorn’s jaw cracked against Hanz’s fist was satisfying, to say the least. One 
second Breylorn was just nodding to him, tiredly, and the next he hit the wall of the study. 
Hanz wasn’t dumb enough to think he could get a second blow on Breylorn, and didn’t even 
attempt to get out of the way. Breylorn was up and at his throat the next second, but Hanz 
just spit on his cheek. 

Breylorn stared at him, not quite understanding what was going on, but neither would 
he just accept the insult. Hanz drew back to spit again, and Breylorn was at his throat with 
his teeth. 
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“Stop it,” Vision said. He sounded just like an old man. The door slammed shut, and it 
was Janus and Drey. Breylorn didn’t move from pinning Hanz to the wall. 


“Breylorn?” Janus asked, coming into the room. 
“Stay back,” Breylorn warned. “This one appears to have lost his will to live.” 


“Put him down,” Vision repeated. He took Breylorn by the arm, and Hanz saw the flash 
of pain the touched caused him. Vision was touching his own lines through someone else’s 
skin. “He’s just upset. That’s all. He didn’t mean to insult you.” 


“Actually, I did,” Hanz said, and slammed his head back to avoid Breylorn’s teeth 
snapping at his throat. 


“Hanz, apologize to the nice elder,” Vision gritted out. 


“You think you saved his life?” Hanz growled. “You didn’t save anything. He’s still 
dying. The Jines are still dying. You let him take everything from you, and for what? An 
extra day? A week, maybe?” 


“Then Id still be left with nothing,” Vision said. “Or almost nothing. Pd still have you, 
if Breylorn’s kind enough to leave your head still attached. And what do you think I’m more 
concerned with right about now?” 


“He still shouldn’t have done it.” 
“Hanz, it was the least I could have done.” 


Hanz swallowed. He didn’t look Breylorn in the eye -- that would have been a 
challenge -- but raised his hand as far up as it could have gone. If he’d been free, he would 
have touched his throat, but apparently it was the thought that counted. Breylorn released 
him and Vision caught him before he fell. 


Vision kissed him, on the cheek and forehead and nose and down where Breylorn’s 
teeth had grazed him and Hanz hadn't even realized it. 


“Hi, guys, did I miss something? No? Great. Lore has Lyall, and I’m going to go kill him 
now,” Janus said, once Breylorn stepped away from them both. He paused for a breath. “Do 
you want to come?” 


“It’s sunrise,” Breylorn said. 
“I have ways.” 


“Do your ways know which way to go?” Breylorn said. He nodded his head to Vision, 
who helped Hanz stand. 


Janus remained where he was, his mouth open, but then shut it with a clink. “No,” he 
said mulishly. 


Vision waited until Hanz was steady on his feet. “You don’t, but I do.” 

“How do you know where to go?” Janus demanded. 

“I don’t,” Vision said. “But I have Seraph in my house. And I bet he’d know.” 
“Great. Let’s go there. Now.” 
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“No can do.” 


Janus turned, and waved his hand over the wall. It shook like it had when Breylorn hit 
it, then burned wards into the soft eggshell paint. Vision caught his hand before he stepped 
into it, though. 

“You're not listening to me, Janus. I stepped off the window and into my front lawn. 
Remember? You warded it for me so no one could force themselves inside my house. 
Stepping through the door will get you extra-crispy without the eleven herbs and spices.” 


“I should wait,” Janus decided, pulling back. The gateway didn’t weaken. It would still 
be there in the evening, and probably the next several weeks after that. 


Vision nodded. “I need to rest, and your man there doesn’t look much better. Hanz 
needs to nurse his sense of self-preservation back to health, and Breylorn --” Well, actually, 
Breylorn looked pretty good. Hanz watched as the muscle in Vision’s jaw tensed and relaxed. 
“We all could use the rest.” 

“Lyall is out there, Vision. He’s out there and there’s nothing I can do for him.” 

“I know,” Vision said. He put his arm around Janus’s shoulder and led him out of the 
office. 

That left Hanz and Breylorn alone in the office. “I’m sorry for the punch,” Hanz said, 
once again the dutiful officer. “And the spitting. And thanks for not ripping my throat out or 
tearing my head off. You had every right to.” 

“Vision saved my life,” Breylorn said. “You had every right to be upset. I will make him 
my lieutenant for the duration, if that makes it easier.” 

“Don’t,” Hanz said. “You'd only insult him.” 

Breylorn nodded, and dismissed him with a wave. Vision was still with Janus, but at 
least their comforting hadn’t resulted in blowjobs quite yet. Hanz went back into the 
guestroom before he saw something he'd regret. 
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Lyall broke free, halfway between the car and the door, but Lore bounded after him. 
For a moment Lyall thought he was free, then felt the weight piledriving him to the ground. 
Sharp canine teeth closed over his neck, tongue lolling over the back of his head, and Lyall 
could almost feel the muscles snap under the pressure. It wanted to bite him, too. It wanted 
to feel his bones cracking in its jaws. Lyall wanted to fight more; but, instead, he lay as still as 
he could. He closed his eyes, still expecting the snap of bones, and then it was just Lore, his 
foot pinning him down to the cracked and broken stepping stones. 


“Would you like to try that again?” Lore demanded. 
“No sir,” Lyall whispered. 


“If I move my foot, what are you going to do?” 
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“Stand up.” 

“And then what?” 

“Nothing.” Lyall exhaled noisily. “Sir.” 

“Good.” 

Lore moved back. Lyall brought his hands up by his face, still expecting to feel the 
teeth, but nothing touched him as he slowly pushed up to his feet. As he’d promised, he did 
nothing until Lore motioned him forward. “You aren’t stupid,” Lore said. “Do not do that 
again.” 

“No, sir.” 

Lore nodded. He opened the door, even going so far as to turn his back on Lyall, but 
Lyall wasn’t fooled at all into thinking that he could make a break for it. He didn’t need his 
senses to tell him Lore’s full attention was still trained on him, facing away or not, and he 
didn’t want to have to survive regenerating his throat being torn out. 

“I must say, you're taking this very well,” Lore said. 

“You can say whatever you want,” Lyall responded, in the same false jovial tone Lore 
had used. “Janus will find you. And when he does, he’ll kill you.” 

“He might try,” Lore agreed, and just how agreeable they were made Lyall ill. “But by 
tomorrow, it won't matter. He’ll kneel in front of me like all the others.” 


“You don’t know Janus.” 
“And you're just a lovesick pet. Down the stairs.” 


Lyall went down first. The wine cellar smelled of sour alcohol, dust, and blood. A cage, 
eight feet by eight feet, was in the middle of the room, and the dirt inside it looked 
disturbed. The door was opened, and Lyall stared at it for a moment. He didn’t know why his 
stomach was still a little sick, but then realized the dirt felt different. More potent. It was 
grave dirt. 

Lore flicked the switch, and the single sixty-watt bulb hanging on a bare wire flared to 
life. Lyall tasted the filaments heating up. On the floor, in huge concentric circles, was an 
enormous pattern. It went from the edge of the cave all the way to the door, and only a small 
path led the way from where Lyall stood to the door of the cage. Lyall had used balancing 
beams in school that were wider. 

He turned to look at Lore. 

“Very good,” Lore said. “You see how important the path is. Touch the pattern 
anywhere, even once, and I'll stake you before you can fall on it.” 

“No pressure,” Lyall said. 

Lore reached out and dug one of his bony fingers deep into Lyall’s shoulder. His entire 
arm spasmed in pain, and he cried out. “Any more smart remarks?” 
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“No, sir,” Lyall said, and winced again, expecting a second blow. There was always a 
second blow. 


“Go. When you reach the cage, swing the door shut. Id better hear it lock.” 


Lyall stepped into the room, and felt the air moving too fast. Lore clocked him on the 
side of the head, and only grabbing onto the rotten door frame kept him from falling 
headlong into the pattern. Lore’s mouth twitched. “You're fast, I'll give you that.” 


Lyall skipped across the room, making it into the cage in just a few seconds and 
slammed the door shut rather than having to answer him. Being locked in was almost a relief 
when the alternative meant being outside with Lore. Here, at least, he could pace all he 
wanted without disturbing the pattern. 


And boy, did he want to pace. Each time he approached the pattern, however, his skin 
felt as though it was going to split. 


Lore went upstairs to the master bath. He kept the old man chained to the clawed foot 
of the tub. He barely stirred as Lore entered the room. 


“You can’t be giving up already,” Lore said, sitting down on the tub. The old man 
looked up, his lips as bloodless as skin. Lore bit into his wrist, barely breaking the skin, and 
left his wrist dangling over the old man’s lips. One drop, then two, then three drops coated 
the old man’s lip, but he made no move to lick it off. 


“Don't be like that,” Lore said. “You want it, you know you do.” 


The vampire’s lips parted, and his tongue emerged. It was as pale as his lips were. “I 
don’t need blood,” the old one croaked. 


“No, you don’t,” Lore agreed. “But it’s an uncomfortable existence without it, isn’t it?” 
Lore slid down so that he was sitting next to the elder. 


“What’s your name?” 
The vampire was silent. 


“Don’t make me hurt you. I need you able to bleed, and cutting off bits of you will 
waste my time and your bodily secretions. I ask you again. What is your name?” 


“Langrishe.” 

Lore smiled at him. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 

Langrishe didn’t answer him. 

Lore sighed, resting his elbows on his knees. “Your lieutenant, was he strong? Was he 
loyal to you?” 

“Yes,” Langrishe said, all but snarling. “He was.” 

“Good. That’s good. How long has he been your lieutenant?” 


“T fail to see how that is relevant. He’s dead, isn’t he?” 


94 Angela Fiddler 


“Unfortunately. This whole balancing act we’ve built empires on is based on the old 
relinquishing to the young, the weak to the strong. Don’t make a habit of not answering my 
questions. That is your last warning.” 

“Almost a century.” 

“And he’s served you, loyally, that whole time?” 

“Yes,” Langrishe hissed. 

“Good. When were you going to give him your lines?” 

“I don’t --” 

Lore broke Langrishe’s pinky finger. The bone broke with no more resistance than a 
similar piece of balsam wood. 

“We hadn’t exactly picked a date,” Langrishe snarled. With his hands shackled over his 
head, he couldn’t even cradle the injured hand. 

“No. Were you going to kill him?” 

“What?” Langrishe began, but then quaked as Lore reached for the ring finger on the 
same hand. “Probably not. Maybe. I don’t know!” 

“Because he wanted what was his. What should have been his decades ago.” 

“This is the way it’s always been,” Langrishe snarled. He was hurting, and the tone in 
his voice was delicious for Lore. 

“No. You’re wrong. My master tried to kill me because I'd gotten too strong. I killed 
him instead, and a conclave like yours decided it hadn’t been a righteous killing. They took 
my lands and my lines.” Lore leaned in. This one hadn’t much of a talent remaining. 

“What is it that you can do?” Lore asked, cocking his head. “There are other ways of 
getting power, not reliant on ley lines. P1 show you what I’ve found.” 

Langrishe turned his head. Lore grabbed his head, forcing him to look at him or snap 
his neck. “Tell me,” he whispered. He began to inhale, and the talent transferred to him, 
filling him in a way that blood had, once, but better. “You could read my mind this whole 
time,” Lore said, and exhaled. Langrishe’s face was empty, and Lore had to slap him once to 
break him out of the stupor. “Did knowing what I’m going to do to you make it easier or 
harder?” 

“Let me go,” Langrishe begged. “Please, I'll give you anything, anything you want!” 

“You already know you have nothing left to offer me. You're going to give me your 
lines, and when you do, I’m going to take all of them,” Lore said, and pushed to his feet. The 
added talent made him slightly light-headed and flushed. “Was it good for you?” he asked the 
quivering Langrishe at his feet, and then retired to his bed. 
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Vision didn’t come back to the spare room for several hours, and he’d showered in the 
meantime. Hanz could still smell Janus on him, though. “You didn’t think I was there. 
Before, with Strickland,” Hanz said. It would have been better if he’d said it in the darkness, 
but it was eleven o’clock in the morning. The light through the smoked windows was dirty 
and brown. 


“I knew you were there,” Vision said. He sounded surprised, and Hanz wondered if it 
was because Vision didn’t think Hanz would have waited up for him. 


“You wanted Janus then.” 
“T wanted to kill Janus then. There’s a difference.” 


“Maybe you could point it to me, because what I saw just looked like blowjobs. Lots 
and lots of them.” 


“You can’t hold me responsible for what I did when I didn’t even know you, Hanz,” 
Vision said. His voice was reasonable, too reasonable, like he was talking to a child or 
someone particularly dense. It wasn’t a tone Hanz had ever heard from him, and it just 
amplified the lack of reason he felt. 


“You don’t think I know that?” 

“Yes, I do,” Vision said. “But you're still angry at me.” 

“Yes, I am!” 

“Can I leave the room and come back in again? I’m confused.” 
“You didn’t see us. But we saw you. Everyone did.” 


“Now is not the time to tell me that people were laughing at me two years ago, Hanz. 
What possible good would that do us, now?” 


“We weren't laughing,” Hanz said. “I assure you. None of us would have been that 
stupid. But you can’t...” Hanz hesitated for a moment. “You couldn’t have been loyal to 
Strickland when you were wanting Janus.” 


“I was perfectly capable of doing both,” Vision said. For the first time, his voice had an 
edge to it. 


Hanz wanted to go to him. He was being beyond ridiculous, but knowing that didn’t 
help it. “I know that,” Hanz snapped. 


“Then why are we arguing?” 
“Because. Because you still want him,” Hanz said, stubbornly. 


“Is that what this is about?” Vision’s face went contrite, as though he suddenly 
understood. And then he thought about it, and the puzzlement was back. “Hanz, you don’t 
want to bring up history here. You really don’t.” 


“That’s not the same thing. Seraph was meaningless.” 
“Oh. Only meaningless sex is okay, then.” 


“No! Quit putting words in my mouth.” 
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“Turning that into something sexual will only annoy you more, wouldn’t it?” Vision 
asked. 


“Yes. But thank you for asking.” 
“You're more than welcome.” 


Hanz felt his anger slipping away. “Janus isn’t meaningless. Pll never be your equal, 
Vision, and he will always be.” 


“Perhaps you missed the part tonight where I gave up my lines. It left quite the 
impression on me.” 


Hanz stood up and went to him. He knelt in front of Vision, pressing his forehead 
against the crook of Vision’s thigh. Vision went to step back, but then stopped. Hanz knew 
Vision knew he needed this. Vision undid his slacks, slowly. 


Hanz cupped Vision’s testicles, and then licked his way down the vein. He rubbed his 
cheek against the soft skin, loving the way it felt. “Hanz, you don’t have to believe me if you 
don’t want to, but you're it for me.” 


The loose skin at the base of Vision’s cock grew hard. He was tired, and drained, and 
really should have eaten, but the response was there. It was all Hanz needed. He opened his 
mouth, wrapping his fist around the base. He kept the motion slow, almost lazy. Any amount 
of pressure would be too much for Vision so soon, so he kept it light. 


Hanz touched lips to the tip of Vision’s cock. He tasted faintly of soap. His saliva 
lubricated his fist, making it possible to move his hand over more and more of Vision until 
he could bring his fingers up to meet his lips. Sometimes with just his thumb and forefinger, 
sometimes with his whole fist. His own dick was hard, straining to get out of his jeans, but he 
ignored it. 


Vision was hard, and ready. He stopped his hand, just for a second, and then ran his 
fingernail, lightly, over the seam on the bottom of Vision’s cock. Vision had been making 
encouraging noises the whole time, but the moment Hanz introduced the smallest amount of 
pain, the encouragement ended. 


Hanz waited. 


Vision took in a breath to speak, but then held it. Hanz waited, deliciously suspended 
in his own anticipation, and then Vision finally spoke. “Again.” 

Hanz raked his nail over the same spot, this time using the width of his nail rather than 
the edge. Vision shuddered like a newborn colt, and the smell of his blood where he must 
have bitten his lip reached Hanz where he knelt. The sensitive skin was red where Hanz had 
scraped it, but it wasn’t enough to draw blood. Not yet. 

“Lick it,” Vision ordered. “Go slow.” 

Hanz licked it, tasting salt for the first time. He used the flat of his tongue, curling it 
around the edge of the cock just because he could, and then waited, without even a breath in 
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his lungs to speak if he wanted to, but with his tongue still touching the bottom of Vision’s 
cock. 


Vision took his cock and held it to his belly. He didn’t jerk off, but held it delicately 
with two fingers. With his other hand, he brought Hanz’s head up, slowly, so that his 
testicles were less than an inch from his mouth. “Come on,” he urged. 


Hanz wasn’t supposed to use his mouth. Not yet. He got that. He brought his hands up, 
running them along Vision’s thighs. He cupped the testicles, lightly, but that wasn’t what 
Vision wanted. Hanz slapped them, lightly, with his palm. Vision hissed again, but it wasn’t 
hard enough to hurt. 

He slapped the other side, harder this time, and with the back of his hand. Vision 
snarled. It must have hurt more than Hanz had planned, but then Vision relaxed again. His 
hand moved against his cock, two slow pumps, but he shook as he did it. Hanz brought his 
knuckles slowly over the tight skin on the base of Vision’s testicles, each touch harder than 
the last. 


Vision was up on his toes by the time Hanz finished. Vision moved his hand slowly, 
almost against his will, and his fingers were white against his flesh. 

Hanz opened his mouth, begging. Vision held Hanz’s forehead back, then carefully 
placed his cock into Hanz’s mouth. He shuddered, but didn’t let Hanz move any closer. 

“Suck,” Vision said. 

Hanz closed his lips around him. There was barely an inch and a half of cock in his 
mouth, which was only enough for Hanz to use his tongue. He found the extra-sensitive spot 
just behind the head of the cock, and he gave that extra attention. Vision was sucking breath 
through his teeth. He was close, Hanz knew, but still wouldn’t let himself go over. 

Hanz strained against the hand that held him back, but Vision, even without his lines, 
was stronger than he was. “Stop fighting, and Pl let you go,” Vision said. 

Hanz fought harder. “Stop fighting, and Pll let you go,” Vision repeated. 

Hanz couldn’t relax, but forced himself to rock back on his hips. His entire body shook, 
but he stopped pressing against Vision’s palm. 

“Good boy,” Vision said, and dropped his hand. Vision was coming even before Hanz 
could fully take him in. Vision stumbled back and leaned against the wall until he could 
stand again. Hanz stayed on his knees. Eventually, Vision looked at him. 

“Get on the bed.” 

Hanz pulled himself up. 

“Take off --” Vision didn’t finish, but motioned to Hanz’s clothing. Hanz was already 
stripping down. 

Vision met his eyes, and wouldn’t look away. Hanz’s hand crept down his body. He 
was jerking himself off before he was even aware of it. And through it all, Vision watched 


98 Angela Fiddler 


him. Hanz couldn’t look away. Wouldn’t. Vision watched him with a tired smile on his face, 
and that was all Hanz needed. 


But an hour later, Vision was curled up on his side, the white skin of his shoulder 
barely less perfect than the white sheet he slept under, and Hanz was wide awake. He didn’t 
like sleeping in different rooms, he didn’t like the lack of blackout blinds, and the sense of 
dread he was feeling wasn’t going away. 


A part of him wanted to selfishly wake Vision up. He couldn't close his eyes, and a 
quick fuck, despite how hard he’d come earlier, would slow his brain down enough for him 
to sleep. But Vision needed his rest. He kissed Vision’s shoulder, not happy with the way it 
was room temperature rather than warm, and threw on the blanket they'd kicked off just 
after lying down. Vision sighed, still asleep, and reached for him, but Hanz ducked out of the 
embrace and left him with his pillow. 


He dressed in the jeans he wore the night before, and left the spare room in the half- 
light. He wasn’t the only person awake; Janus was staring at the busy streets through the dull 
windows. He was only wearing jeans, too, worn, faded things that would be butter-soft 
against his thighs. Hanz had to shake his head to clear the image. 

“Can’t sleep?” Janus asked, breaking the silence with the obvious. He motioned with his 
chin toward the empty section to the couch, and then went back to staring out the window. 

Hanz shook his head. Janus turned to him. He was a good-looking guy, friendly. He’d 
look friendly cutting out your heart, Hanz decided. And like you’d want to go for a beer with 
him while he licked his fingers clean. 


Hanz sat where he was told. Primly. He couldn’t stop himself. It made Janus look even 
more debauched sprawled over the other two cushions. “How’s Vision?” 


Hanz opened his mouth, but Janus shot him a dirty look. “Don’t tell me I should know. 
Just don’t do it.” 


Hanz closed his mouth. 
“You should go to bed. I’m going to need you to be at your full strength.” 
“You don’t get to tell me what to do.” 


Janus shifted. His feet ended up on Hanz’s lap, crossed at the ankle. “I’m not telling 
you.” 

“What are you doing?” Hanz asked. 

“Nothing,” Janus said. He sat up, fluidly, and had spun around, exposing the side of his 
throat to Hanz. “Drink.” 

“What? No!” Hanz said, pulling back. 

“Don’t take it for yourself. Take it for Vision. He’ll need it more.” Janus half-turned. 
“And I thought you might appreciate it more if he took it from you than me.” 
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“Oh,” Hanz said, feeling stupid. “Thanks.” 


“Don’t mention it,” Janus said. Hanz bit down, drinking his fill of nice-guy blood. Janus 
let him drink as much as he wanted. Hanz licked the wound until it was closed, and was 
ashamed at how aroused he was, suddenly. The rush of blood was heady. Not stronger or 
weaker than Vision’s had been, just different. 

Janus sighed, and, despite everything, Vision could smell he was aroused too. For a 
moment, Janus rested his head in the crook of Hanz’s neck. His skin was soft. His hair softer. 
“You're nice,” Janus said, sounding slightly inebriated. A good bloodletting was the same for 
both of them. “Vision’s lucky.” 

Hanz eased his way out from Janus. “He is,” Hanz said, and went back to bed. 

Vision welcomed him back, icy fingers running down his back. “You’re warm.” 

“Tm full. Drink.” 

Vision nuzzled his neck, picking his spot. Hanz inhaled, waiting for the pain, but when 
Vision’s fangs slid into him, it was almost welcome. Vision stopped, just for a second, and 
Hanz guided his head back. “Yeah, it is. He thought it would be easier.” 

“On me or you?” Vision asked, his teeth still in Hanz’s neck, but Hanz understood him. 

“Both, I guess.” 


“Um.” Vision drank. 
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Vision woke first. Hanz was still asleep. Even in his sleep, he looked troubled. Vision 
propped himself up on one elbow and brushed the hair off Hanz’s forehead. Hanz flinched, 
still asleep. Vision twirled a lock of Hanz’s hair around his fingers. 


That wasn’t working. Hanz was still asleep, or at least feigning it well enough for office 
work. Vision moved the spattering of chest hair over Hanz’s heart, and although it twisted 
around his fingers more easily, Hanz didn’t stir. 

Vision slipped his hand under the blankets, running his fingers over Hanz’s lower belly 
and then even further down. 

Hanz opened his eyes. “Sir?” 

“You don’t have to call me that anymore,” Vision said. He ran his hand up and down 
lazily over Hanz’s growing erection, loving the way the soft pubic hair felt. Hanz was still 
warm, even after feeding him the night before. 

“Its not a matter of having to,” Hanz said, and relaxed, closing his eyes. “It makes 
sentences like, ‘don’t just lie there, get your lips around my cock, sir seem that much more 
interesting.” 

“It does?” Vision asked, and was about to comply when Janus pounded on the outside 
of the door. 
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“If you two are quite finished, we'd really like to get on with saving the bloody world,” 
Janus snapped, and Vision heard him stomp off back down the hall. 

Vision sighed, and collapsed flat against the mattress. He lay still for a moment, and 
then pushed up. Together they got dressed, albeit a little more stiffly than normal, and went 
into the main room. 

Janus had obviously not slept, but rather than looking tired, his skin was tight. When 
he moved, it was with the exact precision usually reserved for cobras and rattlers about to 
strike. It made Vision almost nervous to be in the same room with him, and he’d never, ever, 
not once been nervous with Janus before. 


“Ready?” Janus asked. He didn’t even wait for them to nod, but turned to the window 
and waved his hand. The glass shimmered once, like a rock had been skipped across its 
surface, and the runes burned into glass with the smell of heated sand. “Go.” 

Vision went first. As it had been the last time, the sensation was there that he was 
about to fall hundreds of feet, only to have the grass of his front lawn under his foot. Janus 
had timed it to the second; the sky was still a brilliant orange as he walked into the evening. 
He took a step out of the way, then turned and caught Hanz before Hanz fell through the 
same spot. 

Hanz looked around, blinking. “Wow.” 

“Makes you wonder what else he can do,” Vision murmured. 

Hanz shot him a dirty look. 

“With his wards,” Vision finished. 

“Oh. Sorry, sir.” 

Breylorn was next, then Janus. The doorway snapped shut behind Janus. Vision led the 
way into the house. 

Only, once he’d opened the door, there was no way he could pass the threshold. There 
was no pain, no discomfort other than feeling the hair on the back of his neck lift, but he 
couldn’t even step up the slight rise of the door frame. 

He turned around. “I don’t understand,” he began, and then, suddenly he did. It wasn’t 
his house. He had to be invited into. His. Own. House. Breylorn stepped past him, having no 
difficulty entering the domicile, but Vision didn’t hear his formal invitation. 

He was too sick inside. 

Hanz took him by the arm. “It’s okay, you'll get it back,” he said. 

Vision said nothing. Stepping up into the house was like entering it for the first time 
after he’d been given Strickland’s lands. Nothing felt right. Despite the fact that he’d had the 
entire house redesigned, it still felt foreign and unwelcoming to him, like he’d betrayed it 
somehow. 


He supposed he had. 
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Janus turned on him, and Vision almost raised his arms to cover his face. The anger was 
so close to Janus’s skin it was almost a weapon itself. “I need you to stay with me,” Janus said, 
and when he spoke at least his voice was calm. 

Vision nodded. 

“Where is Seraph?” 

“Spare room. Upstairs.” 

Janus nodded again, but took the steps three at a time, and was a blur while doing it. 

Vision ran up behind him, and barely got between Janus and where Seraph -- sorry -- 
Steve and Joe were now cowering on the bed. “Take it easy,” Vision said, putting his hands 
on Janus’s chest. “Pm sure they will be more than happy to help if you stop threatening their 
lives.” 

Steve glanced to Vision, who was about as scared as he ought to be. “Where’s Lore?” 
Janus demanded again, only this time his voice didn’t echo through the house. Vision 
supposed it was an improvement. 

“I can take you to him.” 

“Now,” Janus growled. He grabbed Steve by the shoulder and marched him downstairs 
again. 

“It’s okay,” Vision told Joe, who obviously didn’t know if he should stay or follow. 
“Come on. I won't let him hurt him.” 


Joe nodded, and if he knew that Vision was thinking there was no way in hell he could 
possibly stop Janus at this point, he kept his cool face on. 


Hanz was behind them. Vision knew that as much as he knew the sun was now all the 
way down, and Hanz helped him with Joe down the stairs. 


Silly, thought Vision. He thought they were going to be driving. But when he got 
down the stairs, Janus had Steve by the head and was holding him still. Janus’s mark was 
burning into Steve’s skin, and the dull look in his eyes was enough to make Vision want 
Janus to stop. 


When Janus pulled back, Steve crumbled. Joe made a sound in the back of his throat, 
one that was beyond words, but Hanz was beside him, comforting him. Steve waved off his 
concern, but his voice broke when he said he was okay. 


“Janus?” Vision asked. 


Janus didn’t turn. His face was absolute concentration, and a moment later an archway 
appeared in the wall. It should have shown Vision’s collection of leather jackets in the front 
hall closet, but instead led the way to an old dilapidated house. The western sky was just 
losing its last bit of color, when the sun was clearly down where they were. Vision wondered 
if Janus knew how much energy he was burning. Over the archway, Janus’s symbol burned 
like the sun. “Go,” Janus ordered. 
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Janus motioned Hanz with him, but told Joe to stay with Steve. Vision, yet again, went 
through first. His hair stood up on end as he walked through. Janus was the last one through, 
and the archway snapped shut with the roll of distant thunder. 
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Just before sunrise, Lyall woke up. He felt cold from sleeping on the dirt floor, but 
surprisingly well rested. He lay back, staring at the bars between him and the ceiling, and for 
the first time, nothing came to him. He couldn’t see the schematics of the house; he had no 
idea if he pushed himself if he could squeeze between the bars, and no contingency plan 
occurred to him. He was completely empty. Well, not entirely. There was a stump of his 
talent inside, flailing madly, and whether or not the talent would return just seemed like a 
moot point. He closed his eyes, feeling truly helpless for the first time in years. 


Time passed, and something woke him up again. It was nothing that he saw, just 
something that he felt. He saw red, just for an instant. 


He went to the spot he saw it on, and dropped to his knees. His talent was quiet, but it 
felt right to dig his fingers down into the soft, disturbed dirt. His fingers struck the knife 
within a few seconds, and he knew exactly what it was. He looked around, but he was alone 
in the cage. The gouged out teeth on the blade fit the lock perfectly, and the door swung 
open. 

He supposed if he just ran for the door like he ran for the cage, he wouldn’t have had 
the same issue. There was one spot, about five feet from the cage and a good ten feet yet from 
the door, where the pattern had crossed over four feet of the path. Lyall must have jumped it 
the night before and not even remembered it. It wasn’t jumping it again that disturbed the 
pattern. When he turned around to get more of a run at it, his ankle dragged a tenth of an 
inch across the edge of the pattern. Four grains of sand were disturbed, not so much by his 
foot but by the displaced air, and he heard them roll down the side of the pattern as audible 
as boulders. 

Lore was awake and coming for him. Lyall bolted back to the cell, slamming the door, 
but it was too late. Lore was already at the base of the stairs, and there was no way of hiding 
the sound the metal made as it clanked shut. 

Lyall stared at Lore, feeling for the first time like a rabbit in the headlights. Lore 
smiled, no doubt imagining all the things he was going to do, and Lyall didn’t think. 

He twisted the knife in the lock. The metal was already brittle, and it jammed further 
into the hole and then snapped off. Lyall threw the broken bit away, and rabbitted back as 
far into the corner of the cage as he could. 


“Do you think that will save you?” Lore snarled, coming down into the room proper. 
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“Dunno,” Lyall called, from deep within his shadow. He knew it was only eight feet to 
the door, but back where he was he felt as though he had to raise his voice to be heard. “But 
it’s working great for me so far.” 


“TIl peel the skin from you, inch by inch. You have no idea who I’m going to become, 
and just how much I am going to hurt you.” 


Lyall shifted back another quarter of an inch. 


Lore switched tactics. “It doesn’t have to be like this,” he said. “You cooperate, I won’t 
hurt you. Pll even make you feel good.” Lore was putting something in his voice, trying to 
push his will into Lyall, but the talent was not as strong as Lyall’s own talent-fueled sense of 
self-preservation. 


“No thanks. ld rather watch Janus rip your face off,” Lyall called. 

Lore snarled at him, then stalked off up the stairs. Lyall’s hypersensitivity allowed him 
to hear a struggle coming from upstairs. Then Lore was coming back downstairs, pushing 
someone ahead of him. 


It was another elder, but this one was hurting. He was bone dry of both blood and 
territory, and Lore held him by the scruff of his neck. “Your territories are salted. The mark’s 
already blighted out your territories. You'll have nothing else to feed from. You might as 
well accept your fate with what little dignity you have left.” 


Lyall blinked. He had so much of Janus’s blood in him, he knew the lines at his feet 
were still there. They were weak and struggling, empty of everything but the last residual 
power. There was still power there. “You're wrong,” he said, softly. 

The words felt true. He repeated them, more loudly this time. “You’re wrong!” 

Lore looked at him as if he was as powerful as he thought he was. Lyall moved from the 
shadows, just enough to see that Lore wasn’t pulling his power from anything. The mark on 
the floor was strong, but it wasn’t feeding Lore. Not yet at least. He watched as Lore rolled 
up his sleeves. 

Just then, thunder rolled from just outside the house, shaking the foundations. 

“What the -- ?” Lore began. But Lyall knew. 

It was Janus. 

Lore picked up the elder and threw him into the center of the pattern. He didn’t move 
again, and Lyall watched the pattern shift as though it were alive. A second later, it was as 
though the elder had always been a part of it. 

And it was killing him. He screamed in pain, struggling to lift his body from the dirt, 
but there was no escaping. It was dragging him down into it. Lyall wanted to go to him, but 


to get any closer was to enter into Lore’s reach. “Help him,” he called. 


“Why don’t you do it yourself? Come forward; Ill let you go.” 
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Lyall looked up, wanting to believe him, but Lore was smiling. There was absolutely no 
way he was telling the truth. Lyall hung back. 


Lore opened his mouth to speak, when another loud bang cracked. The foundations 
shook again. A fine shower of dust fell from the ceiling. It felt as though the whole house 
was going to collapse. Lore glared upwards, annoyed, but then a second and third bang 
followed, each worse than the one before. 


The pattern on the floor shimmered, almost angrily. “This just makes it sweeter,” Lore 
snarled. He turned and went up the stairs. 
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A window on the third floor broke and rained down sharp diamonds from the sky. But 
the door didmt budge. The picture window from the second floor shattered next. Janus 
barely escaped a piece of glass big enough and heavy enough to have decapitated him where 
he stood. Vision grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him far enough back that he was out of 
range. Janus hardly waited for the last tinkle of glass to fall before blasting the door again. 


Where he was getting the energy, Vision had no idea. But it seemed as effortless and as 
endless as the ocean around them. That he could just borrow Drey’s talent was also new, and 
Drey wasn’t even with them. He was at home, recovering from his throat being torn out. 


The house should have crumbled to dust under the attack, but it stood as though 
warded against him. Janus had pulled back, just enough to form another attack, when the 
door, almost casually, swung open. 


Janus was at the threshold in the next second, fangs out, but was brought up as 
helplessly as Vision had been at his own door. “Yes?” Lore asked, almost primly. 


Vision, from where he stood, could smell Lyall off him. It had much the same effect as 
throwing fish guts into the path of a hungry shark. Janus snarled, a sound that sent birds up 
from their trees through the entire city. Dogs started to bark. 


“Let me in,” Janus spoke, the voice like nothing Vision had ever heard before. It wasn’t 
a compulsion; compulsions at least tried to overtake the other’s will. This was pure will, a 
bludgeon attack when Vision could only manage a stiletto, and the entire house flared up 
with wards protecting Lore. “Let me in and Pl kill you quick.” 


“Hardly an incentive for me, now, is it?” Lore asked, though his jaw was clenching and 
unclenching. Janus said nothing, his concentration turning his face into a mask. A bead of 
sweat ran down Lore’s cheek. “I must be going,” he said, through clenched teeth. “I’ve 
worked for centuries to free the lines, and they’re mine now. All of them!” 

Something shimmered. Something red. The air cooled, taking both the heat and the 
moisture from the surrounding area, and a woman appeared. She was beautiful; her hair was 
glossy, her lipstick as brilliant a red as her dress, and when she smiled, her eyes shone. 
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“My name is Deborah Channing,” she said. Her voice was soft, a whisper from the 
grave, but it was there. “And this is my house. You are most welcome here.” 


Janus was through the barrier the next second, and dangling Lore off his feet by his 
throat in the second after that. The strangling sounds coming from Lore sounded real 
enough, but he wasn’t going to die that way. If Janus wasn’t careful, he’d rip Lore’s head off. 
Lore kicked out his feet, but rather than trying to fight Janus, brought his wrists to his teeth 
and ripped open both his arms. Blood ran down onto the bloodstain already marking the 
wood, and the sounds now coming from Lore weren’t gasps at all, but laughter. 


Janus threw him, hard, across the room, and he caved in the wall where he landed. 
“Too late,” Lore managed, still bleeding wildly from his wrists. “You’re too late. They’re 
mine!” 

Only, nothing happened. 


Janus waited, one second, then two, but Lore didn’t get up from where he was thrown, 
and they all heard the shout from down the stairs. “Janus?” 


It was Lyall. Vision, again, tried to catch up, but Janus was gone. 


When Vision did make it down the stairs, Janus was just ripping the cage door off its 
hinges. There was an elder, dying in the middle of what was now just a circle, and two 
different blood stains. One was coming from the ceiling, the other from the cage that Lyall 
was in. If Vision had to guess, he would have to say that Lyall bled into the pattern first, and 
whatever Lore had done, Lyall’s bleeding had undone it. 


“How did you know to bleed?” Vision called. 


Lyall was just coming back to himself. “I knew. It was the only way to escape,” he said. 
Then Janus was there, tearing the door from the cell. For a second, it didn’t give, then the 
sound of tortured metal ripping free made Vision’s fangs hurt. Lyall was in Janus’s arms the 
next second. He didn’t fight Janus as he pinned him to the wall. Vision looked away as the 
clothes started to come off. 


Instead, Vision walked across the pattern to where the old vampire lay dying and knelt 
down beside him. He was completely bloodless, but more than that, he was drained. “Would 
you like me to find a piece of wood?” Vision asked, as kindly as he could. 


The old vampire opened his eyes, and as Vision watched, color returned to his cheeks. 
He’d just been some nameless, dying old vampire until he looked at Vision, and then Vision 
recognized him. Vision touched his throat, unwilling to believe that Langrishe, the chairman 
on the conclave, had nearly been bled out and abandoned in a filthy basement. Langrishe sat 
up, dizzy at first, but it did not take him long to lose the papery whiteness to his skin. Instead 
of driving a stake through his heart, Vision offered him his wrist. Langrishe took it, and 
when he drank, he drank lustily. Hanz had to eventually pull him off, and together the three 
of them went upstairs and left Janus and Lyall still fucking on the floor. 
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Lore still hadn’t moved from where Janus put him, and they left him there for the time 
being as Vision told Breylorn what he’d seen. “But why would Lyall’s blood affect anything? 
He’s the youngest vampire here.” 


“It wasn’t Lyall’s blood,” Hanz said. “That would be my guess at least. He probably had 
drunk enough from Janus that it was still mostly elder’s blood in his veins.” Breylorn and 
Vision both looked at him, but Hanz shrugged. “It’s like that, sometimes.” 


“The lines are returning,” Langrishe said, “Can you feel it?” 


Breylorn nodded, though if Vision’s old territories had begun to lose their power, it had 
just happened overnight. Vision, of course, felt no difference at all. 


“Lore said that the territories would be salted and that the ley lines would disappear, 
but I feel stronger than I have in weeks,” Breylorn said. 


“The ceremony didn’t happen here,” Janus said, emerging from the basement. His arm 
was over Lyall, and they both shone with power. “It happened over Breylorn’s territories, the 
night I killed Champlain.” 

“How is that possible? There was a huge symbol on the floor. There was nothing in the 
apartment,” Breylorn demanded. 

Janus shook his head. “The apartment has always been swimming in wards. Everything 
was there. I took Champlain’s lines like he was trying to take yours, Langrishe. Champlain 
bled more than I could drink, and the blood spilled on the floor. Lore’s plan worked 
perfectly, just not for himself at all.” 


“So, now what,” Breylorn said. “You’re going to keep all the lines for yourself?” 


. Of course not. Lyall healed the lines when he bled on the pattern. He’s returned the 
energy to the ley lines,” Janus said. 

Vision stepped forward. He sniffed Janus’s skin, and Janus still smelled brimming with 
energy. “Except now, they’re going through you.” 

Janus grinned. “Well, yes.” 
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Vision left Janus at his house and went with Hanz to take Breylorn back to his 
apartment. 


Breylorn rode in the back of the town car. There was no divider in the car, so Hanz 
wouldn’t speak to him in anything but the most formal language, and that was not what he 
wanted. Hanz kept glancing over, never taking his eyes off the road for very long, but Vision 
wouldn’t look at him. 

Breylorn was stuffed with Vision’s energy. Vision knew it; he recognized the vibrations 
it gave off. Vision watched the passing buildings rather than speaking. He was so close to his 
old power that his entire body cried for its loss. 
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Hanz was looking at him again, longer this time. Vision felt that, too. He felt like one 
long exposed nerve. He had to clenched his neck muscles to keep from meeting Hanz’s eye. 
It was enough to know that Hanz wanted to tell him everything was going to be all right. He 
didn’t think he could hear the lie. 

Something was wrong. Vision felt it the moment Hanz turned down Breylorn’s street. 
The air felt foul. Not rotten, like a corpse, but rotting, like something still living and feeding 
on its own cancer. 

Vision covered his mouth, even though he didn’t have to breathe. The stench of 
sickness was coming from Breylorn’s old lines. Vision turned, and saw Breylorn’s ashen face. 
“Turn around,” Vision told Hanz. 

Hanz made a two-point turn in the middle of the deserted street. 

They returned to Vision’s house. Hanz left the car in the driveway. Breylorn got out of 
the car, slower than normally. Color had returned to his cheeks, or at least he was properly 
pale rather than gray. “I won't take your house, Vision,” he said, taking Vision’s arm. “This is 
awkward for both of us.” 

“I fail to see your source of embarrassment,” Vision said, just as softly. He could 
pretend that Hanz was not listening to every word they were saying as well as Breylorn 
could. 

“The lines that have sustained me for a century are dead, Vision. I felt them die. Even 
full of your lines, I felt them die.” 

“You didn’t say anything.” 

Breylorn smiled and looked old. 

Vision looked away. “Forgive me, master. The house is part of the lines. It’s on the focal 
point. You can’t not take it.” 

Breylorn’s hand tightened on Vision’s arm. Vision had forgotten Breylorn was still 
holding him. “We’ll speak, later,” he said, softly -- soft enough that not even Hanz heard 
him -- and then went into the house. 

Hanz waited until the door was closed. “Come inside,” Hanz said. 

“No,” Vision said. “Go on. I want to spend some time in the garage.” 

Hanz looked over his shoulder to where they’d put Lore in one of the converted stalls. 
“Are you sure?” 

Vision nodded. The garage was dark and cool, and Vision felt welcomed the moment 
he pushed open the door. 

The cars, all of them, were as sleek and black as Hanz could possibly have made them. 
This was Hanz’s domain, Vision knew, and he knew he was violating the sacred space. 

But he wasn’t the only thing. The sound of chains clanking against themselves came 
from the corner, and Vision knew Lore was awake. They’d taken the precaution of both 
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blindfolding him and cuffing him by the wrists to the center of the aisle, ten feet away from 
anything. They’d used chains, but Hanz could have held him if they’d tied him with twine. 


“Come to gloat?” Lore called. He was weak now, cut off from the house that had fed 
him and any talent he could glean. 


“Partly,” Vision said. 
“Ah. Master Vision. Although, I suppose it’s just Vision now. Or just plain Vic.” 


Vision sat down on one of the car’s hoods, pulling his feet up to rest on the tire. “If 
you're trying to insult me, I have to say that was a fairly lame attempt.” 


Lore tried to pull free, and when that failed, the muscles around his mouth tensed. He 
was trying to do something -- what, Vision didn’t know -- but Hanz’s bindings kept it from 
happening. 

“Give it up,” Vision said, lightly. “Hanz has a way with knot work.” 

Lore snarled, a low, beastly thing. 


Vision shrugged. “That won’t help. Begging sometimes does, but only when it’s done 
right.” 


Lore settled down. “Where’s the dead spot?” 
“I don’t know what youre talking about,” Vision said. 


“Your friend completed my ceremony, willingly or not. You don’t think I can’t feel it? 
But it creates a dead spot. Who lost their territory?” 


Vision didn’t answer him. 

“I can’t help but notice, Vision, that you’ve lost your territory.” 

Again, Vision was silent. 

“Coincidence?” 

“More or less.” 

“Yet you're in here, with me, rather in there, celebrating the brave heroes.” 
Vision didn’t want to discuss it. He changed the subject. “You were passed over.” 


“My master drummed me out for attempting to take what should have been mine. I’ve 
researched you, Vision. You’ve been betrayed by two masters.” 


“Tve had two masters,” Vision said. “We came to understandings.” 
“That left them dead and you sitting here.” 
“Yes, but at least we were all very clear on the subject.” 


“And now? Are you going to take someone else’s lines? Because if you are, you'd better 
kill them.” 


“Tm not going to take someone else’s lines.” 


“Then why are you here?” Lore snarled and threw himself at his chains. If they had 
been metal, they probably would have snapped. 
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“To remind myself why lm not going to just take it.” Vision paused a moment, and 
then stood up. “Thanks for the visual aid.” 


“Wait!” Lore snapped, as Vision turned. “I can give you anything. I can help!” 


Vision needed to really work the wooden bar blocking the old style swinging door of 
the barn’s east-facing wall. The west-facing had the latest of garage door openers, but this 
was the last real holdout. The wood finally budged with a dry squeal. Vision pushed the 
doors open, depositing a small shower of dust and rust falling on the otherwise spotless floor. 


“What are you doing?” Lore howled. 


“Airing out the place,” Vision said. The night was still dark, but eventually the sun 
would rise through the trees. “It’s going to need it.” 


“This is murder. You can’t just leave me here to die!” 


Vision went back to where Lore was chained. He touched Lore on the cheek, avoiding 
his snarling teeth, and patted him gently. “Tm sorry to tell you that I very much can.” 


“You need me for some reason. Why bring me back here if you didn’t? You need me!” 


Vision took off Lore’s blindfold, then compelled him to look down. “It’s not like that. 
You just...” Vision adjusted the chain so that it was at a more comfortable level, letting Lore 
put more weight on his feet. “You, honestly, just weren’t that important.” 


“So you're their executioner now?” Lore demanded. 
“No. Yow’re just another chore. Good night, Lore.” 
“Vision --” 

Vision walked past the gleaming cars. 


“Vision!” the voice was now a howl. Vision unlocked the garage door and then locked 
it behind him. 
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Lyall didn’t speak much on the ride home. He was obviously exhausted, but didn’t 
relax until Janus brought him home. “You're different,” he said, still standing even when 
Janus sprawled on the couch. 


“And you left when I specifically asked you not to.” 

“I didn’t have a choice.” 

“You always have a choice, Lyall, and you chose to do something stupid.” 
“The human, did you find him?” 

“Strung out, but yes.” 


“I made him. Or at least, I drank from him and then abandoned him. Things just got 
out of hand. I forgot about him. Lore was waiting for him.” 


“Oh,” Janus said. 
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“Yeah. I’m sorry, but I didn’t have a choice.” 

“I suppose you didn’t.” Janus held out his hands. “Come here.” 

Lyall went to him. “You scared me,” Janus continued, undoing Lyall’s jeans. The denim 
fell to the floor and Lyall stepped out of them. 

“I scared me,” Lyall said. It was the first time he’d felt safe in over twenty-four hours, 
but it seemed so much longer than that. “What will happen to him?” 

“Lore? Vision will probably kill him tonight.” 

“That’s it?” 

Janus smiled. “What did you think we’d do, Mirandize his ass? Play out the drama on 
Court TV? He made a play, and he lost it. That is the way of things.” 

Lyall didn’t answer for a moment. “Will Vision make it hurt?” 

“Probably. A little.” 

Lyall waited another moment. “Good,” he decided. 


“Good?” Janus asked. 


“Good,” Lyall said, more firmly this time. He took a step closer, and had to nudge 
Janus’s knees open to do so. Janus let him, the smile on his lips turning decidedly more into 
bemusement. “That doesn’t explain why you're different.” 


“It’s nothing,” Janus said, leaning back into the couch cushions. “Just something I 
picked up.” 

“You pick up a dozen eggs or a cold virus,” Lyall said, inching forward so that he was 
now looming over where Janus sat. “You don’t pick up phenomenal cosmic powers.” 


Janus nodded, and Lyall suddenly found himself on his knees. He certainly hadn’t 
planned that. “Well, I did. I don’t know. Killing Champlain happened at the right time at the 
right place.” 


“And you used your powers to save me?” Lyall asked. When he could move, he put his 
hands on Janus’s thighs. Janus’s skin was almost too hot to touch, even through his slacks. 


“I came very close to tearing down the house around you,” Janus said. “I would have, 
too, if that was what it took.” 


Lyall undid Janus’s slacks. Janus’s cock was hard already, and flat against his stomach 
once Lyall freed it. From his vantage place, Lyall could easily lick from the base of Janus’s 
testicles all the way up to the tip, and he did so with great relish. Janus shuddered. At least 
the amazing power Lyall felt in Janus’s veins hadn’t made him desensitized. Just the opposite, 
Lyall discovered. Three swipes of the tongue later, Janus was quivering where he sat. 


“Yow re going to have to cool your jets, oh great and powerful one,” Lyall said, and then 
slowly took Janus’s length down his throat. 


“And why is that?” Janus demanded, lifting his hips as far off the couch as he could. 
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“Or I won't be able to do this,” Lyall said with his mouth full. He remained on his 
knees for another moment, and then crawled up onto the couch. He was so hard too. It took 
a moment to line their bodies up, and the slow burn of Janus entering him helped take the 
edge off long enough that he could sink back down onto Janus’s cock. Janus put his hands on 
Lyall’s hips, fingers tightening to get a better grip, but Lyall put his palm against Janus’s 
chest. “Give me a minute,” he said. 

Janus continued to hold him. Lyall closed his eyes. The burn had disappeared, leaving 
just the contentment, and Janus’s hands were strong on his hips. It was about the best feeling 
in the world, and despite how exhausted he felt, despite how the anticipation would most 
likely kill both of them, Lyall wished for a second that it could last forever. “Okay,” he said, 
finally. 

Janus took over, and it was good. He didn’t start out going too fast or too hard, and 
while he’d always been much stronger than Lyall was, the effortless way he handled Lyall’s 
body was a huge turn-on. His hard-on, which had been slightly ignored, remembered what 
the hell they were doing. 


Lyall groaned. He couldn't help it. Janus was watching him, his eyes dark, and without 
saying the words told him to jerk off. 


Not that Lyall needed much encouragement. It was good, having both hands free. He 
could cup his testicles with his left hand, moving his right slowly from base to tip, and all the 
while, knew that Janus was watching him. He’d never been much of an exhibitionist before, 
but now wanted to be as lewd as he could. Janus kept up the rhythm, gradually moving him 
harder and faster, but always a fraction of an inch away from being too fast or too hard. Lyall 
closed his eyes, giving over complete trust. 


Again, he didn’t know how it happened, but without opening his eyes, Lyall was flat 
on his back on the couch. Janus was over him, his thrusts now more than Lyall could handle, 
and the only way to deal with the excess of tension was to allow himself to come. And he 
was coming, deliciously and slowly, and although he was sure he had no sense of time, it also 
seemed to last for hours. Janus was over him, pinning him down, and he knew without Janus 
making a sound that they were over the top together. 


And it was good. They were good. Lyall closed his eyes and slept. 


Janus finally pulled away, but that didn’t wake Lyall up. Macy’s parade taking a sudden 
and inexplicable wrong turn through their living room probably wouldn’t have woken Lyall 
up, and Janus was glad they were both here together. He kissed Lyall’s forehead, accepted 
being batted away like an annoying fly, and took a shower in the last hour of the dying 
night. 

He could still feel the energy flowing through him, filling up the empty lines like water 
fills a bath tub. Soon they’d be full, and yet still he felt them pouring through him. 


112 Angela Fiddler 


The archway between his apartment and Drey’s house was still there. He stepped 
through it, still toweling dry his hair. 


Drey, obviously, was expecting him. Despite the lateness, he was still awake and fully 
clothed. The barren little room in the back of the house hadn’t changed, and the blanket on 
the cot didn’t look slept in. 


“I thought I'd sent you back here to rest,” Janus said. Drey still looked horrible from 
the bloodletting, and it would take him at least a day for the blood he’d consumed to make 
up for it to become a part of him. The teeth marks on his neck were still pink and puffy. 


“I knew you'd be here before sunrise,” Drey said. 
“And look, here I am. Did you know what we were going to be discussing?” 


Drey didn’t answer for a long moment. “Breylorn’s lines are dead,” Drey said. “I felt 
them die.” 


Janus nodded. “And?” 

“That means your friend has no lines, and no possibility of getting new lines.” 

“So it does,” Janus said. 

“And you'd like to give my lines to him.” 

“Your lines?” Janus asked. 

Drey stood up. It wasn’t a threat or a challenge; Drey kept his eyes averted, but Janus 
knew if he was going to hear bad news, he wanted to do it on his feet. “My lines. The ones 
you promised me.” 

“Tm not going to give them to Vision. While the thought did occur, I want you to 
know I gave it less than a second’s thought.” 

Drey looked up, startled. “What?” he asked. 

Janus just held his hand up. “Don’t make me repeat myself. I’m also sure that I don’t 
want Champlain’s lines any more myself. I don’t need them.” 

“My lines?” Drey asked, as though he hadn’t just said those words himself. As though 
he was hearing it for the first time, actually. “I thought you said I wasn’t ready.” 

“The first conclave is going to see a whole slew of new, too young faces at it,” Janus 
said. “Amongst them, Id rather see at least one that I trust.” 

“My lines,” Drey repeated. He looked up at Janus. “How --” 

The old ways were redundant now. Janus waved his hand, and the transfer between 
him and Drey was complete. “Like that.” 

Drey opened his mouth, but said nothing for a long, long time. “Thank you,” he said, 
finally. “I...thank you.” 

“You'd better,” Janus said. “I just gave you my lines and didn’t even get a blowjob for 
my troubles.” 
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Drey’s eyes widened. Janus held out his hand again. “Kidding. Just kidding. Enjoy. Pll 
let you go now; you have an empire to build.” 


“Yes, sir,” Drey said, and sat down, still stunned. 
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Steve pulled the car over, right under a no parking sign. It was late enough in the 
evening that it shouldnt have mattered, and Joe didn’t think it would take that long. 
Langrishe waited for them at his house. Steve was about to become his new lieutenant but 
he’d agreed to the detour. 


Joe kissed him once, and got out of the car. 


The entrance to the lair was still there. It had only been a matter of days since Joe had 
left it the last time, but it felt smaller, like visiting an old school. He remembered what it was 
like to visit an old school in the same way he remembered everything from losing his first 
tooth as a child to his acceptance letter to medical school that had prompted his celebratory 
if ill-fated trip to New York, and that made him sad. 


His mate was inside. Joe dropped to his knees and crawled through the old leaves to 
find their den. At least he hadn’t been replaced yet; the den still smelled only of leaves and 
them, together. 


His mate was awake, and he sat up as Joe entered the five foot by seven space. His face 
lit up, but it was the joy of an animal whose mate had returned without truly understanding 
how or why it had gone away. It was as though the passage of time hadn’t happened, and Joe 
had just returned from the night. 

Joe crawled over to him. “Good-bye,” he said, though the word he knew would be 
meaningless. The emotion behind it wasn’t, and Joe saw the dawning of understanding cross 
the guileless brown eyes. He made a short, barking sound, obviously demanding him to stay, 
but Joe kissed his cheek and turned around. 

The barking sound repeated itself, now as much bewildered as demanding, but he 
didn’t try to follow. Joe stood up, dusted his knees and hands off, and returned to the idling 
car. 


Hanz was downstairs, in the kitchen again. Only this time he was preparing the 
receipts to hand the house over, and Vision wanted no part of it. He could handle this 
maturely to a point. “You going to be long?” Vision asked. 


Hanz looked up. “Honestly, sir, or do you want me to lie?” 
“Lie.” 

“TIl be right up, sir.” 

Vision kissed the top of his head. “TIl be waiting.” 
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Hanz shifted in his chair, a little uncomfortably. Vision smiled and went upstairs. 


When there was a knock on the door, he thought for a moment it was Hanz, but then 
felt the vibration. He reached out, not so much with a compulsion but slipping into Breylorn 
to tell him he was welcome to enter. 


The door pushed inward. 

Breylorn entered, arms crossed over his chest. “You're not going to ask for it back.” 
“Why would I do that?” 

“Tm sure you were sure that I’d give your lines back once the lines were returned.” 
“If you're offering them, Pd take them in a second, but I’m not going to ask for them.” 
“Tm not going to offer them.” 

“Then I’m not going to ask for them.” 

“Then we're at an impasse here.” 

“I guess we are.” 

“Maybe not,” Janus said. 


Vision turned. He hadn’t even heard Janus approach. “And I won’t take yours. I won't 
take any lines if I can’t have mine.” 


Janus waved his hand across the wall. A map of the city flared onto the wall, complete 
with the lines. They were still a pale robin’s egg blue, but they were getting stronger. The 
lines were passing through Janus, Vision felt, and as Janus was releasing the energy, the lines 
were getting stronger. “You're like a valve.” 


“I suppose,” Janus said. Breylorn’s lines weren’t on the map. The territory looked like a 
bruise. “This doesn’t use the energy. It just displaces it.” 


“Fascinating,” Vision said, but kept his voice flat. “Do you do tricks as well?” 
“Yes,” Janus said. “Watch this.” 


Another wave of the hand. This time, it brought up other lines, moving under the park. 
“So the whole thing begins again?” Vision asked. 


“No. Those lines aren’t growing. Well, at least they’re not feeding off the existing lines. 
As far as I can tell, they’re displaced, too, from Breylorn’s territory. They’ve gone feral.” 


“And?” Vision prompted. 
Janus smiled at him. “They respond to me.” 


“Yippee. More power to you.” 


“If they respond to me,” Janus continued, as though Vision hadn’t spoken, “I think I 
can tie them to you.” 


“How?” 
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Janus touched where the lines were on the map, and when he pulled away, tendrils of 
gray stretched with his finger. He brought them to Vision’s chest, touching him just the 
once, and Vision felt the power return. 

He almost stumbled with it. It wasn’t the same as his old lines; those had been familiar, 
like bathwater. This was something else, something raging, and Vision had to steady himself 
with his hand. “We good?” Janus asked. 

Vision nodded. He doubted he could speak. 

“Good. I’m going to go back to fucking Lyall. Breylorn’s going to be a nice elder and go 
tell Hanz you need him. And tomorrow, we can start sorting out this whole mess.” 

Vision nodded, not letting go of the wall. 
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The next evening, Vision woke alone in the bed. The sun had been set for a while; 
Vision felt the stones of the house had cooled off from the day’s warmth. His staff was 
moving about the house, as silently as ever before, but instead of the soothing hum his lines 
had given him before, it now sounded like the pounding of waves. 


He dressed in an old pair of jeans and the sweater Hanz wore the day before. The blue 
cable knit was a little rough; Hanz had worn it over a shirt, but Vision actually preferred it. 


Hanz wasn’t outside, but back in his garage. Vision walked across the quiet lawn and 
slipped into the garage silently. 


He must have slept more than he thought he had, because Hanz was just finishing 
sweeping the floor. “You couldn’t have just staked him. Oh, no. You thought, ‘I don’t think 
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Hanz does enough labor around here.” 
“I don’t think you do enough labor around here,” Vision said, dutifully. 


Hanz swept the last pile out the door, then closed it and locked the bar back in place. 
Vision entered the garage properly. The floor was not the only thing Hanz had cleaned; the 
blue blanket was blue again. 


Vision stared down at it. Hanz put the broom away and wiped his hands off on his 
handkerchief. Vision looked down to the blanket and raised his eyebrow. 


“Oh, that,” Hanz said. 
Vision was silent. 


“You were right.” Hanz crossed his arms over his chest. That alone shouldn’t have 
turned Vision on as much as it did, but it did. No one Vision knew filled out a shirt quite as 
well as Hanz did. 


Still, Vision kept his face impassive. “I often am.” 
“You're not going to make this any easier on me, are you?” Hanz asked. 


Vision let his mouth quirk into an almost smile. “Payback’s a bitch, ain’t it?” 
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Hanz exhaled, sharply and thoroughly unnecessarily. “I shouldn’t have questioned 
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you. 

“No. You shouldn’t have.” 

“I forgot my place.” 

“Yes, you -- what?” Vision asked. That wasn’t what he was expecting Hanz to say. That 
wasn't what he was expecting Hanz to say at all, and yet he still felt his body respond. “You, 
what now?” 

Hanz stripped off his shirt in one easy motion, and knelt down on the blue blanket. 
The jeans were tight against his ass, the seams the only thing that didn’t seem fitted to his 
body, and Vision felt the blood in his veins echo the ebb and flow of his lines, like his 
heartbeat had, once. 

“Stammering does not become you, sir,” Hanz said, and crossed his wrists behind his 
back. 

Vision put his hands out on the hood of the car he stood next to, just for a moment, 
then approached Hanz like a cat. Hanz’s shoulders trembled. “Are you afraid Pm going to 
hurt you?” Vision asked. He tapped the inside of Hanz’s right knee, and was rewarded with 
Hanz spreading his legs just a little bit more. 

“No, sir,” Hanz said. 

“Good. Either get the jeans off or Pll cut them from you.” 

Hanz struggled, only for a moment. He was a lot more graceful than he thought he was. 
The jeans came down, and Hanz kicked them away before resuming his place. 

“Better,” Vision allowed. He took the handkerchief from Hanz’s pocket and wrapped it 
loosely around his own wrists. He stepped around to face Hanz. “Make it stay,” he ordered. It 
wasn't a request. Hanz was completely open to him and sliding into Hanz’s mind was as 
simple as running his hands through water. The handkerchief tightened and became like 
iron. 

Hanz hissed softly under his breath. 

Vision looked down at him again. He knew how much Hanz hated being helpless and 
not in control, and yet his erection was hot and heavy against his belly. The skin on Hanz’s 
shoulders shivered, and Vision reached out to stroke it but then barely touched it with his 
fingertips. 

Hanz’s muscles strained. Vision ran his fingernail across the bow of Hanz’s shoulder 
and Hanz choked back a desperate sound. “What do you want?” Vision asked. 

Hanz took a deep breath and held it, but he didn’t answer. 

Vision stepped away. “Tell me what you want, Hanz.” 

“You,” Hanz said. The word came out as a sigh. 


“You have that.” 
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Hanz was silent. 

“What else?” 

“Fuck me.” A whisper. 

“Yes?” 

“Fuck me.” Louder this time. “Please, sir.” 

“Say that again.” 

“Please, sir.” Hanz relaxed where he knelt. 

“Put your head down,” Vision said. “It will feel better.” 

Hanz did so, his hands tightening into fists. “If you’re looking for the lube, it’s in my 
pocket, sir.” 

“Always prepared.” Vision kissed Hanz on the shoulder, and then bit down. Hanz cried 
out again. His blood was sweet. Vision pushed inside him. Hanz jolted for the third time. 

Hanz’s hands opened and closed, still tied back with the handkerchief. His eyes were 
screwed shut, his eyelashes damp with tears. In the artificial light Vision could see the ghost 
of freckles that would have plagued him throughout most of his childhood. 

Hanz was begging, silently. His body rocked with Vision’s thrusts, so hot, so tight. It 
was so much better with Hanz. “I can’t hear you,” Vision said. He dragged his nails over the 
exposed small of Hanz’s back. “Let me hear you, Hanz.” 

“I want you. Fuck, Vision. Fuck, sir. Please. I want you.” 

It was as good a mantra as any. Vision slapped Hanz with his open palm, but knew 
Hanz was no more into pain than he was. Probably even less so. He pulled Hanz’s body back 
to him, so that he was holding Hanz to him, and Hanz’s fingers splayed out on Vision’s belly. 

It was easier to drive inside Hanz now that they were moving together. “Let it go,” 
Vision whispered, and the handkerchief fell free. Hanz didn’t move his hands, but pushed 
them flatter so they could be even closer together. 

“Let me,” Vision whispered. His fingers lightly drummed along the length of Hanz’s 
cock, so lightly he barely touched him, yet Vision felt the shudder. Hanz’s fingers scrambled 
to find purchase against Vision’s abs. Vision snaked his arm around Hanz’s throat and began 
jerking him off with the same rhythm as their fucking. 

One thrust. Then two. Then three, and Hanz was going. The sounds he made were 
animalistic, with almost as much pain as pleasure. To hear the sounds he usually made 
coming from Hanz was beyond Vision’s threshold. Hanz moved his hands back, holding 
Vision to him, and together they remained on their knees until they could move. 

Hanz broke away first, crawling to the edge of the blanket so that he could collapse 
against one of the tires. “You can do that again, sir,” he said, finally. 


“You first.” 
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Hanz closed his eyes. Vision crawled over to where he sat and put his head in Hanz’s 


“We good?” Hanz asked. 
“Td say so.” 
“Good.” 
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